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Abstract
A National Curriculum in Health and Physical Education (HPE) has recently been
developed in Australia. This new curriculum reflects, among other educational
priorities, both environmental sensitivities and a commitment to the enhancement of
young people’s health and wellbeing. HPE is one of the key sites in the curriculum
where a focused consideration of the relationship between the environment and
health is possible. Despite the importance of interactions with natural environments
for personal and social well-being, there is only limited evidence of an
‘environmental health’ presence as an idea or area of study in school education in
Australia.
This thesis aligns with the socially critical tradition espoused by post-structural
approaches to research, in order to explore the conditions of possibility for ‘thinking’
and ‘doing’ environmental health in HPE. Drawing on the work of Foucault, I
construct a genealogy of environmental health, identifying the dominant discourses
that are discursively shaping the conditions of possibility for environmental health in
HPE, and subsequently silencing other ways of knowing the environmental health
space. I then consider the discursive, material and embodied resources that teachers’
draw on to construct meanings of environmental health, as a way of speculating on
the conditions of possibility for how environmental health is then enacted in HPE
classrooms. Semi structured interviews were conducted with generalist primary and
specialist secondary HPE teachers’, drawing on a ‘narrative ethnography’ approach
derived from cultural geography. This analysis highlights the consequences of the
absence of a knowledge tradition that explicitly links the fields of the environment
and health in HPE. Participants who were able to conceptualise environmental health
almost exclusively drew on dominant neoliberal and risk discourses.
However, when participants were encouraged to think beyond only their professional
identity, they also conceptualised environmental health by drawing on embodied
experiences and affective encounters with more-than-human nature. By theorizing
these encounters through a post-human, new-materialist lens, I demonstrate how
their corporeal knowledge, developed through embodied experiences, has the
potential to assist teachers in formulating less institutionalised environmental health
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understandings. I argue that these encounters with more-than-human nature can serve
as alternatives to those dominant discourses that invoke problematic risk, fear and
crisis responses. These results demonstrate how embodied experiences act as
valuable conditions of possibility for an environmental health education that is
reflective of complex environmental and health interactions, rather than continuing to
reproduce those dominant discourses that render environmental health as invisible.
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION
1.1

Rationale

Despite a growing body of research and public discourses that argue for the
importance of interactions with natural environments for personal, social and
community well-being (Townsend, Maller, St Leger, & Brown, 2003), there is only
limited evidence of ‘environmental health’ as an idea or an area of study in school
education in Australia. In this thesis I argue for the importance of environmental
health as a learning area in schooling, as it provides opportunities to engage with the
inter-connected environmental and health concepts relevant to young people, both
now and into the future. It also presents educational possibilities to support and
inform critical engagement with complex environmental health relationships,
demanding new ways of thinking about ongoing and emerging environmental and
health contexts in Australia’s diverse society. Ideally, the place for environmental
health education would be within the Health and Physical Education (HPE) key
learning area (KLA), a key site in the curriculum where a focused consideration of
the relationship between the environment and health is possible.
In New South Wales (NSW), the site of the study reported in this thesis, HPE has
claimed to be an appropriate site for exploring environmental health as a specific
content related area (Board of Studies NSW, 2003). In the recently developed
‘Australian Curriculum in Health and Physical Education’ (AC-HPE) ‘environmental
health’ as a specific content area or term has largely been abandoned, however, the
national curriculum does include, among other educational priorities, both an
engagement with environmental sensitivities and a commitment to the enhancement
of young people’s health and wellbeing (Australian Curriculum Assessment &
Reporting Authority, 2016d, here on referred to as 'ACARA'). In the Australian
Curriculum, ‘sustainability’ is now featured as a cross-curriculum priority area, in a
move designed to ensure the curriculum is relevant to modern students’ lives by
addressing contemporary and future issues they are likely to face (ACARA, 2016a).
In response to this priority area, in the AC-HPE, students are expected to explore
how they connect with ‘natural environments’, and to consider how these
interactions play a role in ‘promoting, supporting and sustaining the wellbeing of
individuals, the community and the environment as a whole’ (ACARA, 2016a).
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Opportunities for thinking about the relationship between the environment and health
are also identifiable in the response of the AC-HPE to the ‘Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander Histories and Cultures’ cross-curriculum priority, where it is proposed
that HPE can provide the opportunity for students to explore ‘how a sense of
connection to Country/Place sustains the health and wellbeing of Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander Peoples and communities’ (ACARA, 2016b).
Despite these policy intentions and opportunities for exploring environmental health
concepts in HPE, environmental health education is currently largely absent from
HPE teaching in schools and teacher education. The research described in this thesis
seeks firstly to understand why this might be the case, and secondly, drawing on the
work of French philosopher Michael Foucault, to explore the conditions of
possibility for including it in health education classrooms, in forms that promote a
critical engagement with environmental health as an area of knowledge.
1.2

Background and aims

Currently in Australia, environmental priorities are highly debated issues in many
levels of society. It has become increasingly common for business, government,
media and education systems to respond to environmental concerns, irrespective of
their primary purpose. Simultaneously, the health and wellbeing of Australian
citizens is also at the forefront of national priorities and is a widespread social
preoccupation. As a result, individuals are increasingly expected to play their part in
creating ‘a healthier, more ecologically sustainable environment, through attention to
lifestyle and involvement in various collective and collaborative endeavours’
(Petersen & Lupton, 2000, p. ix). When these two interrelated priority areas are
brought together as 'environmental health' this traditionally means investigating how
the ‘toxic’ effects of natural environments can negatively impact human health and
wellbeing, (Frumkin, 2001) or identifying the destructive impact humans can have on
the balance of ‘nature’ (Strife, 2010). If ‘environmental health’ is thought about this
way, then environmental health in an education context is relatively limited to an
examination of negative ‘cause and effect’ type relations between humans and their
surrounding environments. Unfortunately, these negative messages have been found
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to promote confusion and pessimism about environmental and health risks (Madden,
1995; Welch & Wright, 2011).
However, there are broader notions of environmental health that take into account
how interactions with natural environments can positively contribute to the holistic
health and wellbeing of humans, in a way that simultaneously benefits ‘the
environment’. Proponents of this approach argue that interactions with natural
environments can promote human physical, psychological, emotional and spiritual
wellbeing (Townsend et al., 2003); aid in enhancing community social capital
(Maller, Townsend, Pryor, Brown, & St Leger, 2006); and foster an ‘ethic of care’,
whereby individuals feel a responsibility to care for, or protect, ‘the environment’
(Gray & Birrell, 2015). This opens up possibilities for an environmental health
education that is more holistic, and reflective of some of the complex and symbiotic
interactions of the environment and health.
There is however, very little discussion or research about these possibilities in the
education or health education literature, beyond some discussions in association with
healthy environments and health promoting schools (Simovska & MannixMcNamara, 2015). As a content area, at least in Australia, a research report compiled
by St Leger (2006) titled, Health Promotion and Health Education in Schools:
Trends, Effectiveness and Possibilities, suggests that teachers seem ill prepared to
address environmental health concepts. The report, which investigated health
education in Australian schools, drew on an Australia wide survey of over 500
primary and secondary schools, and a second survey of all primary and secondary
schools in Victoria. Both studies unearthed similar findings in regards to how the
schools in their studies embraced health issues. One of the major health content areas
with which the schools were least satisfied in teaching was environmental health
(Marshall et al., 2000; St Leger, 2006). The research on which this report was based,
however, goes no further in exploring why schools were not satisfied with teaching
environmental health, nor what the schools (or the researchers) actually meant by
‘environmental health’. While the report does not explain the reasons behind the
result, the finding highlights how environmental health is an important area that
many educators are concerned about teaching, and one which subsequently requires
further scrutiny and exploration in the Australian educational context.
3

Despite ‘environmental health’ being an area requiring further investigation in
schooling, currently there seems to be an absence of critical conversation in the HPE
field exploring the possibilities for ‘doing’ environmental health education. As an
HPE educator myself, with a background in secondary education and currently in
higher education, I have found the lack of such discussion within both the HPE
teaching profession and educational research unsettling. This is particularly so, given
the emerging research and public discourse claiming authority to the ways we might
come to conceptualise or understand environmental health. Environmental health as
an issue has been underrepresented in educational literature, with researchers such as
Sauvé and Godmaire (2004) identifying a need for research and practice in the
emerging field of environmental health education. Sauvé and Godmaire (2004) state
that ‘theoretical foundations for environmental health education are rarely made
explicit and seldom discussed, and there are very few published reports of formal
empirical or applied research in this specific area’ (p. 35). It is clear that there is a
lack of research linking environmental health and HPE schooling, and yet the health
and wellbeing of both humans and natural environments are tied up in complex
relationships with one another, in ways that both shape, and are shaped by, our
coexistence with the world around us.
Additionally, drawing predominantly on a post-structuralist perspective, a growing
number of critical health researchers in the HPE field have explored how students
and teachers negotiate a range of priority health spaces, such as engagement with
discourses of healthism (O'Flynn, 2010; Welch & Wright, 2011), the body (Welch &
Wright, 2011), fitness (Burrows & McCormack, 2012), and food and nutrition
(Welch, McMahon, & Wright, 2012). However, currently there is no literature
critically investigating the possibilities of environmental health in HPE, nor how
teachers might conceptualise or negotiate the space of environmental health
knowledges. The absence of a strong tradition explicitly linking the fields of the
environment and health together in HPE means that both educators and researchers
are potentially left without the language or resources to think about environmental
health education, or to explore the opportunities the concept presents.
To consider the possibilities for teaching about environmental health in the context
of health education I turn to Foucault’s concept of conditions of possibility to provide
4

a theoretical framework to guide the research questions and analysis for the research
reported in this thesis. Holdsworth (2016), drawing on Foucault, describes conditions
of possibility as the ‘regulations and necessary conditions under which certain
dialogue, research or events are able to take place at a given time’ (p. 107). In other
words, Foucault’s concept refers to the ‘conditions which must exist in order for any
particular action to be in the first instance, possible and in the second, counted’
(Holdsworth, 2016, p. 107). Foucault refers to conditions of possibility as an
episteme, which Holdsworth (2016) elaborates on as follows:
[Foucault] uses [episteme] to identify those knowledges, truths and relations
that reside behind an individual’s (or indeed a society’s) essential
understandings and constitute what it is to know, how it is to know and what
is possible to know in a given experience... It is this episteme, he claims,
which ‘defines the conditions of possibility of all knowledge, whether
expressed in a theory or silently invested in a practice’. (Holdsworth, 2016, p.
107)
Many researchers have taken up the tools provided by the concept, ‘conditions of
possibility’, reflecting Foucault’s request that researchers should use his tools to find
the answers to new, emerging and relevant questions. As a result, the way that
current researchers have interpreted and applied Foucault’s use of conditions of
possibility varies somewhat. In this research, Holdsworth (2016) provided a guide,
by drawing on this notion in an educational setting to examine the social, relational,
structural and pedagogical circumstances that restrain and enable the idea of ‘middle
schooling’ to exist in the discursive environment of a specific educational institution
(Holdsworth, 2016). Her ethnographic study provided a useful starting point that
helped me to consider how Foucault’s idea could be taken up within an educational
setting, and be used to discern the conditions that constitute what is possible to be
known within any educational discipline – in this case, environmental health as a
knowledge area/topic in HPE.
Closer to my own research, and particularly relevant because of its location in health
education, I also turned to the work of Leahy (2012), who, drawing on the work of
Foucault and Rose (1999) utilised the concept of conditions of possibility to explore
5

the political project of health education in Victorian schooling. Following her use of
the concept, in this thesis I consider the conditions of possibility for environmental
health knowledge and practice in HPE, through identifying the discursive, material
and embodied resources that are available for teachers to draw on when constructing
environmental health knowledge. On the basis of this work (which is explored in
depth within relevant chapters of this thesis), the following research questions were
developed to guide the research.
1.3

Research questions

In order to enquire into the conditions of possibility for ‘knowing’ and ‘doing’
environmental health education in HPE, the following research questions were
designed to guide the development of the thesis. The central question was broken
down into three sub questions, all designed to contribute to addressing the
overarching central question, and to subsequently address dimensions of the
conditions of possibility:
Central question:
1. What are the conditions of possibility for ‘environmental health’ as an area of
knowledge and practice within Health and Physical Education?
Sub questions:
2. What are the dominant discourses shaping institutional and popular
conceptualisations of environmental health?
3. What environmental health knowledge is silenced / subjugated?
4. What discursive, material and embodied resources do teachers of Health and
Physical Education draw on to conceptualise environmental health?
To answer the research questions in this thesis I adopted a post-structuralist
approach, as an established European practice of philosophy and social analysis.
Post-structural approaches to research tend to contest methods of enquiry that
conceptualise writing and language as a single truth or reflection of ‘reality’
(Mansvelt & Berg, 2010). Rather, any given ‘truth’ or reality is considered dependent
on an individual’s perception at any given time. This approach enabled me to firstly,
6

identify how knowledge is formed in relations of power - what Foucault refers to as
discourses, and secondly, to problematise the systems of thought concerning
environmental health as they might be taken up within HPE (Wright, 2003). Each of
these concepts will be explored in the subsequent chapters of this thesis.
1.4
1.4.1

Situating the research project
Connecting the ‘environment’, ‘health’ and ‘education’

In the context of education generally, researchers are only tentatively creating links
between the concepts of the ‘environment’, ‘health’, and ‘education’. In their review
of environmental health research, Sauvé and Godmaire (2004) demonstrate how, as a
concept, environmental health education has not been clearly defined nor explored in
depth in the academic literature. Sauvé and Godmaire (2004) present a proposal for a
theoretical framework integrating ‘environmental education’, ‘health education’ and
‘risk education’, designed around a participatory, holistic approach. This approach
attempts to improve the relationship between communities and their environments,
which they consider to be closely interrelated life systems. The authors state that this
framework stimulates the ‘development of personal and collective competencies for
citizen involvement in improving the relationship between communities and their
environment, in order to simultaneously promote human health and the integrity of
the closely interrelated life systems’ (p. 35). Sauvé and Godmaire (2004) apply their
theoretical framework to a community based health education project in the
Canadian context. Although they identify the possible transferability of this work to
other contexts, there is no specific mention of how such a theory would sit
specifically with schooling.
Environment, health and education are more clearly and explicitly linked to
schooling in scholarship and practice, particularly in Europe, within the context of
the ‘health promoting school’ (HPS) movement and ‘education for sustainable
development’ (EfSD). For example, Simovska and Mannix-McNamara (2015) in
their edited book, Schools for Health and Sustainability: Theory, Research and
Practice, highlight the links and similarities between approaches to health education
and education for sustainable development. The chapters within the book draw
together a range of authors, who collectively have an overarching commitment to a
7

participatory democracy framework that emphasises the obligation of citizen
participation in line with political priorities. The authors suggest that within this
framework, children and young people should be encouraged to ‘appreciate health
and sustainability as conditions that they themselves can influence, whether it is to
improve, maintain or enhance their health, or to improve the conditions for health
and sustainable development in their proximate environments’ (Simovska & MannixMcNamara, 2015, p. 3). The editors state in the first chapter:
Health education/promotion and education for sustainable development
in schools also encourage students to become critical about their own
attitudes and behaviours linked to health and sustainability and contribute
significantly to reduction of unsustainable and risk behaviours.
(Simovska & Mannix-McNamara, 2015, p. 3)
The focus of the above quote is on what the ‘individual’ can do as a participating
citizen. Students are encouraged to be ‘critical’ of their own environmental and
health attitudes and behaviours, rather than, or in addition to, a critical lens being
applied to government or corporate bodies for their role in citizen health and
sustainability issues. While this work provides valuable insights into linking health
education and environmental issues within schooling, it is not directly transferrable
to the Australian context where health education is one component of the mandatory
subject area Health and Physical Education (HPE) rather than integrated into whole
school policy. Simovska and Mannix-McNamara (2015) also concede that both
health education and education for sustainable development, within the European
context, are undervalued and marginalised schooling areas in comparison to priorities
such as literacy and numeracy.
Gruenewald (2004) similarly proposes that the dominant neoliberal education
discourse sustains a hierarchy of subjects in schooling in the United States. He
argues that environmental education is currently struggling for legitimacy in a
general schooling system that values literacy and numeracy above all else, thereby
silencing the possibilities of ‘fringe subjects’ such as environmental education.
Although his focus is on environmental education, what Gruenewald does provide
are the tools and language to investigate the conditions of possibility for doing
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environmental health education in Australian schooling. Utilising a Foucauldian
analysis, Gruenewald (2004) critically examines the political project that is
environmental education in American schooling, arguing that the KLA will be
ineffective in achieving its goals so long as it continues to discipline itself within the
norms of general education. If his argument is applied to the Australian context, it
becomes obvious that when two highly contested and ‘fringe’ spaces such as the
environment and health come together (where these concepts are widely dispersed
throughout curriculum documents), environmental health is potentially rendered
invisible.
One area of scholarship in Australia where links between the environment, health
and education are made explicit is in the field of Outdoor Education. Researchers
advocating for the place and value of Outdoor Education in the development of the
Australian Curriculum, often cite HPE as the logical place for the subject, stating:
Historically, Outdoor Education has claimed outcomes for personal
development, social and group development and environmental
appreciation. This trilogy of awareness and respect for self, others and
nature has been a central focus for outdoor educators. (Gray & Martin,
2012, p. 41)
Traditional Outdoor Education literature links the benefits of students facing ‘risk’
and ‘adventure’ in the ‘outdoors’ (mainly referring to the natural environment) to
their personal growth and development (Zink & Burrows, 2008). What more recent
Outdoor Education literature offers is the valuing of place based and experiential
learning as integral frameworks for linking concepts of the environment, health and
education together. Placed based education has become a focus in recent Outdoor
Education literature in response to critiques suggesting that Outdoor Education,
adapted from its early United Kingdom or North American roots, now consists of
‘empty sites’ where ‘context free personal development’ prevails without
consideration for ‘geographical, cultural or ethnic contexts’ (Zink & Burrows, 2008,
p. 254). Proponents of place based education argue that:
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The experience of place has been largely ignored in education generally
and in outdoor education in particular, and that when land and identity
are written about in Australia, place tends to be dealt with as a theme,
rather than as an experience of particular ‘places’. (Zink & Burrows,
2008, p. 254)
In response to this critique, a more ‘place conscious pedagogy’ has surfaced,
encouraging educators to combine intellect with direct experience, to examine the
interrelationships between disciplines and consider how ‘knowledge of a place –
where you are and where you come from – is intertwined with knowledge of who
you are’ (Orr, 2013, p. 187). In this way, landscapes can then be considered for the
ways they shape and are linked to the psyche (Orr, 2013).
This understanding has implications for considering the conditions of possibility for
environmental health in HPE, where experiences of place could inform the ways that
teachers construct knowledge and practice of environmental health education.
Unfortunately, Outdoor Education, as a content area in the Australian subject of HPE
has itself, over the past 30 years, experienced what Rodrigues and Payne (2015, p.
559) refer to as an ‘identity crisis’ and problematic legitimization within curriculum.
Also, as a result of its relatively short history as an academic area of research,
particularly when compared with other dominant disciplines, Outdoor Education has
become a marginalised space in Australian schooling (Gray & Martin, 2012). With
perhaps the exception of Victoria, most generalist primary and secondary HPE
specialist teachers would be exposed to Outdoor Education training only as a tertiary
elective course, offered for those with a personal interest in the area. The majority of
Australian teachers who address HPE in their classroom teaching would have little to
no formal training in Outdoor Education either as a process or a subject (Gray &
Martin, 2012). In addition, although ‘sustainability’ has become a national crosscurriculum priority, some researchers voice the concern that ‘positioning Outdoor
Education within the National Curriculum contributing to Health and Physical
Education is not risk free’, with outcomes relating to environmental priorities
standing as the most likely casualty (Gray & Martin, 2012, p. 45). Recently, critical
work by Rodrigues (2014) and Rodrigues and Payne (2015) problematises how the
emergence of such environmental priorities into physical education curriculum has
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unfolded in both Australian and Brazilian education systems. While their work
makes a significant contribution to linking the concepts of the environment,
curriculum and schooling, with overlaps to Outdoor Education and physical
education, they do not make strong links with health education.
While it is important to consider the place of Outdoor Education as a possibility for
linking the concepts of the environment and health together in HPE, this thesis is
concerned with the broader conceptualisation of environmental health. It is important
then not to limit the conversation to teachers who have Outdoor Education
experience only. Further, within the NSW context, Outdoor Education has had a
limited status as a curriculum area of study in HPE (Board of Studies NSW, 2003).
Consequently, the research described in this thesis targets all teachers who may have
the potential to teach environmental health in the context of HPE, in both primary
and secondary schools.
1.4.2

HPE in Australian schooling

In Australia, HPE is a space in which teachers and schooling are expected to address
the enhancement of young people’s health and wellbeing. Within the different
Australian states and territories, however, HPE curriculum has been interpreted and
taken up independently, determined by local variants and contexts. Within these
curriculum variations over time, the two separate components, Health Education and
Physical Education have commonly been combined as one schooling subject, despite
the fact that historically each branch has stemmed from its own unique discipline of
knowledge (Leahy, 2012; Welch, 2013). In combining these two areas as one
subject, Health and Physical Education (HPE), as has been the case in NSW, the
Health Education component has often been subjugated as a knowledge area by the
dominance of Physical Education (Leahy, 2012; Welch, 2013). As a result, much of
the research and literature pertaining to ‘HPE’ has focussed either solely on the
Physical Education component, or on the combined areas of Health and Physical
Education (Leahy, 2012; Welch, 2013). What has been broadly neglected, with the
exception of a few studies (Leahy, 2012; Leahy, Burrows, McCuaig, Wright, &
Penney, 2016; Sinkinson & Burrows, 2011), is a focussed interrogation of the
construction and complexities inherent in Health Education enacted curriculum, as a
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part of the HPE Key Learning Area (KLA). Leahy (2012) points out that much of the
critical work in the HPE literature has focused on troubling norms associated with
obesity discourse and its impact on physical education, resulting in a situation where:
We know a great deal about the effects of the obesity epidemic and as a
result health and the body as it is interpellated by obesity discourse.
However, the flip side here is that such an intense focus means that we
know very little about other aspects of school based health education.
(Leahy, 2012, p. 56)
The research described in this thesis goes some way towards addressing this gap in
critical health research, by focussing specifically on the significance of
environmental health knowledge as it relates to the health education component of
HPE. My purpose in doing so is to broaden the margins of what counts, or is
‘knowable’ and ‘thinkable’ in school based health education, beyond those aspects
that are already heavily advocated for, such as dominant ‘healthism’ discourses
which might privilege physical activity, fitness, food and nutrition (Welch & Wright,
2011).
Leahy (2012) further argues that health education curriculum in Australia (and New
Zealand) has traditionally been dominated in its design and implementation by
models of risk and deficit. More broadly, risk and deficit discourses still underpin
much of the work health education aims to achieve. In her study, Leahy (2012),
contends that risk discourses saturate health education classrooms:
The dominance of risk within the broader governmental assemblage, and
thus in turn school based health education assemblages, means that
teachers not only come to understand the purpose of health education as
being inextricably linked to risk, but it permeates the various ways
teachers describe what health education can do in response to risk.
(Leahy, 2012, p. 157)
A risk-based health education focuses on identifying risk factors for patterns of
disease, the prevalence of ill health and treatment or avoidance of conditions of
illness (Leahy, 2012; McCuaig, Quennerstedt, & Macdonald, 2013). This approach is
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more concerned with identifying the shortcomings in an individual’s health, and
suggests that the problem, once identified, is able to be fixed through an individual’s
decision making and appropriate behaviour changes (Leahy et al., 2016). Risk and
deficit models have, however, been widely criticised for alienating young people and
specific ‘at risk’ groups such as Indigenous Australians, where personal blame can be
directed at the individual for their ill health and failure to change personal behaviours
or effectively self manage wellbeing (Leahy et al., 2016; MacDonald, 2013).
As a way of addressing this critique, the new AC-HPE shifts its focus away from the
risk based, disease model of health, toward one that focuses on the educative
contributions that can be made to the health of young people both now and into the
future. According to Wright (2014):
This is a curriculum that moves away from a focus solely on individuals, to
consider individuals in relation to their social and cultural environments and
their communities. It understands health and participation in physical activity
as shaped not only by individual motivations but by structural constraints
such as access and opportunities. Its intention is to move away from a deficit
model that blames individuals and social groups for their poor health.
(Wright, 2014, p. 5)
This shift in direction is apparent with the introduction of five guiding propositions
that interrelate and underpin the curriculum development: a focus on educative
purposes; a strengths based approach; a critical enquiry approach; valuing
movement; and health literacy (ACARA, 2016e). A strengths based approach builds
largely on Antonovsky’s (1996) salutogenetic model of health, with the intention to
direct learning towards what creates and fosters health, rather than emphasising what
limits health (MacDonald, 2013). The priority of this model is to focus on ‘what
keeps people healthy’, rather than on pathologising ill health and disease (Bengel,
Strittmatter, & Willmann, 1999).
However, there has already been concern levelled by critical health researchers that
adopting the new AC-HPE curriculum, underpinned by the five propositions as it
may be, is not likely to be a straightforward task in a discipline that is already so
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heavily invested in individualised, risk and deficit models of health (Leahy, 2012;
Leahy, O'Flynn, & Wright, 2013; Wright, 2014). Further, as of 2016, the previous
version of the HPE curriculum (known in NSW as the Personal Development, Health
and Physical Education, or PDHPE, curriculum) was still widely implemented across
NSW primary and secondary schools. NSW may or may not take up the new
Australian Curriculum: Health & Physical Education (AC-HPE), as it is still
transitioning from draft through to the approval, interpretation and implementation
by individual States and Territories. As a result, it is highly likely that much of the
health education work undertaken in Australian schools is still tightly linked to those
risk discourses that have historically dominated the HPE space, especially when
those teaching it have considerable investments in this way of understanding health
(Leahy et al., 2016). This already shapes the conditions of possibility for including
environmental health education as a content area in HPE that is likely to also be
conceptualised by educators through discourses of risk and deficit, rather than
strengths based, critical or socio-cultural frameworks.
1.4.3

Who teaches HPE in Australian schools?

Generalist primary teachers in the Australian schooling system are predominantly
responsible for the classroom teaching of children from Foundation (Kindergarten)
through to Year 6 (F-6). The age of the students they teach ranges from
approximately five to twelve years. In Australia, the generalist primary teacher is
required to teach across all school Key Learning Areas (KLAs), such as Science,
Maths, English, Humanities and Social Sciences, the Arts, and including HPE
(ACARA, 2016d). As a result, HPE is only one component of the generalist primary
teachers’ expected teaching load and expertise. Although pre-service generalist
primary teacher training programs vary across Australian tertiary institutions, all are
required to address the curriculum mandated KLAs, such as HPE, in their
course/program. Generalist pre-service primary teachers will complete at least one
mandatory HPE subject and may also complete one or more HPE specific elective
subjects during their four year tertiary undergraduate degrees. Accusations have,
however, long been levelled at university programs for their perceived lack of
preparation of pre-service generalist primary teachers to teach HPE (Tinning, Kirk,
& Evans, 1993; Welch, 2013).
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The debate of who is best prepared to provide quality HPE lessons in primary
schools is still a current one, with many studies concluding that primary teachers are
inadequately prepared to teach HPE (Curry, 2012; Lynch, 2013, 2015; Morgan &
Bourke, 2008). At the same time, generalist primary teachers have indicated
increasing pressure to perform in the area, as they are often promoted as one of the
main facilitators of early intervention and regulators of behaviour change, related to
health outcomes for children (Angus, Olney, & Ainley, 2007). It is also worth noting
that as part of their pre-service training in Science, Humanities and Social Science
KLAs, the generalist primary teacher is also required to complete study related to
environmental issues and education for sustainable development.
The second group, Australian HPE secondary specialist teachers, are responsible for
teaching the compulsory Year 7-10 HPE subject to young people approximately
eleven to sixteen years of age. In NSW, HPE secondary specialist teachers are also
responsible for teaching the optional Personal Development, Health & Physical
Education (PDHPE) elective course for senior secondary year 11-12 students
completing the Higher School Certificate. However, for the purposes of this thesis,
when referring to HPE secondary specialist teachers, the focus will remain on the
possibilities within the 7-10 HPE, this being the mandated component for all
Australian students. In NSW, HPE secondary specialist teachers have traditionally
completed a tertiary four year pre-service degree, although there are also several
other post-graduate pathways into the profession. This pre-service education
generally addresses the two content strands, one focusing on health education and
the other on physical education, movement and physical activity, in a combination of
practical, theoretical and professional experience contexts throughout the course.
HPE secondary specialist teachers have traditionally been represented in the
academic literature in terms of being ‘young, able-bodied, mesomorphic, Australian
born, sport-loving and somewhat politically conservative’ (MacDonald, 2006, p. 28).
Researchers such as Kirk, Macdonald, and Tinning (1997) argue that the regulative
discourses of physical education, such as those associated with the maintenance,
representation and regulation of the body, dominate pre-service teacher education
sites. With the exception of the biophysical sciences, such as human movement,
anatomy, and exercise physiology, knowledge associated with environmental health,
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environmental education and education for sustainable development does not usually
feature in pre-service training or professional practice of HPE secondary specialist
teachers1.
1.4.4

The researcher’s position

I started my tertiary education as a student studying to become one of those specialist
health and physical education teachers described above. My interest or specialist
learning area was directed towards Outdoor Education, a subject that I consider has
contributed considerably to my personal and professional growth. Looking back, that
Outdoor Education subject was transformational, not only for the type of teacher I
was to become, but for shaping the personal investments I was to make in education
involving outdoor, environmental and health issues. Initially, the ideas for my PhD
thesis came about while I was still a Personal Development, Health and Physical
Education (PDHPE2) teacher in a local secondary school. Given my interest in
Outdoor Education, I felt fortunate that as a beginning teacher I could also engage
my students in negotiating learning about themselves, others and the natural
environment through teaching PDHPE. However, as I became more involved with
PDHPE programs in several NSW schools, I was met with varying degrees of mild
curiosity, apathy and scepticism when suggesting the transformational possibilities of
Outdoor Education in PDHPE. It was at this early stage of my teaching career that I
decided to embark on the PhD journey, with the strong intention of being an
advocate for Outdoor Education in schooling.
My commitment to a project about ‘environmental health’ was not initially informed
by social theory. Far from it, my initial motivations were soundly humanist, with a
commitment to the transformative possibilities of experiences in the outdoors. The
purpose of my initial research was to highlight the benefits of time spent in natural
environments during a tertiary Outdoor Education program. However, my advocacy
for Outdoor Education and my chosen line of enquiry only got me so far. It was

1

This information is derived from the author’s experience of teaching in the pre-service teacher
training programs across three major tertiary institutions in NSW over the past five years.
2
Personal Development, Health and Physical Education (PDHPE) is the current (as of 2016)
terminology used to describe what the Australian Curriculum is now referring to as Health and
Physical Education (HPE).
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during this process that I realised such a study design was unearthing contradictory
questions that were not easy or straightforward.
Drawing on psychological perspectives to highlight benefits of time spent in nature
neglected to answer broader social and political questions that I was developing, and
I subsequently felt limited in my exploration of the possibilities for relationships
between environments, health and education. If broad associations were being
established in literature linking the environment and health together, why were these
not being taken up in schooling systems? Or if teachers were exploring links between
environments and health in education, how was this actually happening, and what
meanings of the environment and health did teachers draw on to construct their
knowledge and subsequent practice? My experiences in schools and the questions
arising as part of my research endeavour led me to examine the limitations of my
original approach for exploring the possibilities for relationships between humans,
nature and health. These questions in turn led me to many informal conversations
with an academic colleague (eventuating in her becoming my associate supervisor),
who introduced me to post-structural thinking and the work of Foucault. Although
recognising the usefulness of post-structural approaches to research was not one that
immediately was apparent to me as a beginning researcher, I found that these guiding
conversations and Foucault’s ideas began to help me construct an appropriate
research project and questions for considering the conditions of possibility for
‘thinking’ and ‘doing’ environmental health in HPE.
By exploring the possibilities for ‘doing’ environmental health in HPE, I aim to
provide a platform for others to begin thinking about, what I argue in this thesis, is an
important knowledge space. It is also worth noting, that although I might take a poststructural approach to research in this thesis, and one that encourages the application
of a critical lens, I still remain committed to the idea that the relationship between
‘the environment’ and ‘health’ is a significant and important space for us to consider
in educational contexts. However, by taking up post-structural and critical work to
inform my research I hope to argue for this space in a way that enriches the
possibilities in health education, rather than limiting or oversimplifying how
environmental health might be taken up within HPE. As a result, I take up not only
Foucault’s ideas for framing this research examining conditions of possibility, but
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also turn to Barad’s post-humanist, new-materialist theorising as an additional way
of reading my data. This was particularly relevant when possibilities demanded that
theory went beyond the discursive to include a consideration of material and
embodied subjectivities.
1.5

Assembling the thesis

My hopeful (and somewhat naive) initial step in considering the conditions of
possibility for environmental health in HPE was to inspect current and emerging
curriculum documents for detailed mentions of the term ‘environmental health’.
While there were many implicit opportunities for ‘doing’ environmental health
education in HPE (some mentioned briefly in the entry to this thesis), I found a
notable absence of explicit curriculum content that referred to or described
‘environmental health’ education. When embarking on the PhD journey, with my
Educational Research Methods textbook in hand, I thought I had a clear map of the
steps I would follow to conduct the research project. However, being confronted with
an absence of explicit ‘environmental health’ curriculum content, I realised that the
process of constructing this thesis was going to take a much more exploratory,
organic shape. Studying and writing about an absent space was something that I
found very difficult. Essentially I was writing about something that didn’t exist. And
yet I still felt that I had a strong argument for why it should exist.
Somewhat perplexed at the absence, given the importance of environmental links
with health and wellbeing, my second step was to explore environmental health
literature, to help identify current trends and situate my study in a wider context. I
looked to the fields of environmental education and health education in a broad
sense, to explore how these disciplines may have combined scholarship that dealt
with the environment and health. In my search, I was interested in identifying
research that linked environmental and health concepts together in a way that
enhanced thinking about the conditions of possibility for environmental health
education in HPE schooling. Some of this literature is explored in this chapter, where
I situate this thesis in the wider HPE, environmental health, and education context.
In Chapter 2, Thinking with Theory, I turn to the theoretical literature which provided
the tools and language to identify the conditions of possibility for understanding
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environmental health. Having been introduced to post-structural theory and the work
of Foucault, I found that the factors shaping what can be ‘known’ and ‘done’ within
any social context is understood to be largely determined by the dominant discourses
or taken for granted ways of ‘knowing’ an issue (Foucault, 1979). In line with this
thinking (and addressing my second and third research questions), I began the third
step of this thesis by drawing on the work of Foucault to construct a brief genealogy
of environmental health, in order to identify the dominant discourses that are
currently shaping the conditions of possibility for environmental health in HPE. The
process I followed to conduct a genealogy is outlined in detail in Chapter 3,
Methodology, with the results from the genealogical analysis presented as Chapter 4,
Wrestling with Discourses of the Environment and Health. Interrogating the
dominant discourses enabled speculation as to how environmental health education
might be conceptualised in HPE, while also making visible silenced and subjugated
environmental health knowledge that might prove helpful in expanding possibilities
for environmental health education.
One of the biggest tensions I wrestled with throughout this thesis arose in the process
of conducting the genealogy. In my search for alternative ways of thinking about the
environment and health, I came to recognise Indigenous knowledge as a subjugated
space, and at the same time a valuable condition of possibility for environmental
health education. I was aware of the subjugated nature of Indigenous knowledge
within much dominant environmental, health, and education research. For example,
Green and Minchin (2014) argue that current health agendas overlook the ‘missing
dimension of Indigenous connection to Country’, and Kingsley, Townsend,
Henderson-Wilson, and Bolam (2013) suggest that developing more holistic and less
rigid notions of health and wellbeing are necessary to address both inequalities in
Aboriginal peoples’ health, but also the capacity of humanity to deal with
environmental issues. It didn’t take me long, however, to realise there were also
many criticisms (Petrucci, 2002) levelled at researchers taking up Indigenous ways
of knowing within Western, colonized thought systems and research. I became aware
that one of the primary goals or suggestions provided for empowering Indigenous
communities in many research cases, might be simply ‘leaving them alone’ (Petrucci,
2002). However, considering the place of ‘Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander’
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knowledge as a cross-curriculum priority area in the AC-HPE, I kept seeing many
valuable opportunities to explore these options within the environmental health
context (ACARA, 2016b).
HPE teachers in Australia are also expected to extensively address the Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander priority area themselves in their classroom teaching. I
ultimately felt I couldn’t abandon this section of my research because of my
discomfort, as to do so would be a disservice to the HPE teaching community, and to
the contribution that Aboriginal knowledges might make to education (McKnight,
2015). Thinking with Foucault prompts us to ask the critical and at times
uncomfortable questions: to ask what is marginalised, to shake up taken-for-granted
assumptions. Although I could never seem to fully reconcile the tensions I felt when
speaking to concepts such as Indigenous connections to Country, the tools provided
by McKnight (2015), connecting non-Aboriginal people to Country (explained
further in various chapters throughout this thesis), helped to alleviate some of that
tension. The concept of non-Aboriginal people learning to connect to Country
provided a way of answering the uncomfortable questions, and of speaking, in ways
that weren’t on behalf of Indigenous people, as I reflected that I had no authority to
do so. However, it did give me a way to discuss and explain my own experience of
these concepts, which I feel can provide a powerful teaching and learning tool that
enabled me to speak about a third space (McKnight, 2015), between myself as the
researcher and Indigenous knowledge. At this point, I also turned to the work of
England (1994), who proposes that our research falls on the ‘betweenness’ of
ourselves and the researched, rather than for, or on behalf, of others. Ultimately in
this thesis, I endeavour to highlight the conditions of possibility and opportunities
that are present for environmental health in HPE, of which Indigenous knowledge
provides much potential.
At this point, in addition to identifying broad discursive conditions of possibility for
thinking about environmental health, I also began to consider the enactment stage of
curriculum – more specifically, teachers themselves. As the fourth step in
considering the conditions of possibility for environmental health, I drew on the
work of Luke (2010), who argues that what is possible to be ‘known’ and ‘done’ in
any educational context is also heavily influenced by how a curriculum is enacted,
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through the educational encounters ‘lived’ by teachers and their students. In
particular, this enactment of curriculum is thought to be ‘remade’ through the
everyday lenses and practices of the teachers (Luke, 2010).
Reflecting on the idea of teachers as being instrumental in determining the conditions
of possibility for how environmental health education is interpreted and delivered in
schooling, I became interested in understanding how the possibilities for ‘thinking’
and ‘doing’ environmental health education were shaped by teachers’ personal
subjectivities. Welch (2013), in her doctoral thesis, argues for a need to develop
more research on teachers’ knowledge and the ways they come to construct their
knowledge. She contends that all too often, educational research targets what
teachers should know, and how they should be trained, without acknowledging the
beliefs, experiences and filters that educators bring with them to any teaching
encounter (Welch, 2013). Accordingly, the fourth step in this thesis was to conduct
semi-structured interviews with teachers of HPE; that is, those who have the capacity
to address environmental health issues in their classroom teaching. The process I
followed to conduct the qualitative interviews is outlined in detail in Chapter 3,
Methodology. The teachers who were interviewed identified as either generalist
primary teachers or HPE secondary specialist teachers. I chose the two different
groups of teachers as a way of investigating if the conditions of possibility for
environmental health education were different for teachers from the two educational
sectors.
The purpose of interviewing the two groups of teachers was to explore the discursive
resources drawn on to speak about and conceptualise ‘environmental health’, as a
way of speculating on the conditions of possibility for how environmental health is
then enacted in HPE classrooms. However, when conducting the interviews with
teachers of HPE, it was quickly apparent that many of the participants struggled to
conceptualise and speak of environmental health as an idea at all – perhaps not
surprisingly, given the absence of explicit environmental health curriculum material
for teachers to draw on. As a result, I found that the flow in conversation came more
easily to participants when they were encouraged to speak of their own personal
encounters with the environment as a possible link to health. Considering these
affective and embodied experiences, something more than Foucault’s theorising of
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knowledge was needed to unpack what was happening as participants constructed
meanings of environmental health that went beyond negotiating positions in
discourse.
For inspiration, I turned to the work of Barad, who builds on the ideas put forward by
Foucault. Her work provided me with the means to argue that the conditions of
possibility for ‘knowing’ and ‘being’ could be considered as not only discursively
constituted, but also materially implicated and embodied (Barad, 2007). Barad’s
work enabled me to attend to the ways the teachers of HPE positioned themselves in
relation to discourses and how they negotiated embodied encounters with material
phenomenon. Addressing my fourth research question, I started to apply this
understanding to consider the discursive, material and embodied resources the
teachers of HPE drew on to construct their meanings of environmental health, as a
way of speculating on the conditions of possibility for how environmental health
might be enacted in HPE classrooms. A brief discussion of those aspects of Barad’s
work relevant to this thesis is included in Chapter 2, Thinking with Theory.
Finally the ‘narrative ethnography’ approach utilised by human geographers such as
Waitt (2010), provided a way of considering the discursive, material and embodied
conditions of possibility together in Chapter 3, Methodology. Narrative ethnography,
being a combination of aspects of discourse analysis and narrative analysis, became
the overarching methodological framework for identifying the discursive webs
(positions in discourse) and affective aspects (embodied histories) in the teachers’
talk about environmental health, including encounters with material and more-thanhuman phenomenon. The results from the discursive analysis are presented in
Chapter 5, Discursive Webs: Teachers’ Meanings of Environmental Health, and the
embodied subjectivities formed through affective encounters are presented in
Chapter 6, Embodied Histories.
Having introduced and outlined the context of the research described in this thesis, in
the next chapter, I now turn to unpacking the theoretical resources that were useful
for thinking about the conditions of possibility for teaching environmental health.
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CHAPTER 2: THINKING WITH THEORY
2.1

The conceptual framework

In this chapter I discuss the theoretical resources that provided a framework to
identify and then critically consider the conditions of possibility for ‘thinking’ and
‘doing’ environmental health education in HPE. This chapter is broken into two
sections. The first section outlines the philosophical assumptions underpinning this
thesis. Drawing inspiration from Barad (2007), I discuss what an ‘ontoepistemology’,
which theorises practices of ‘knowing’ and ‘being’, offered for thinking about
environmental health. The second part of the chapter then discusses scholarly work
that provided the theoretical tools for thinking about the intersection of the ‘social’,
the ‘material’ and the ‘self’ in the production of knowledge as it relates to
environmental health. Drawing predominantly on Foucault (1979) and Barad (2007),
I explore how the conditions of possibility for HPE as a site of environmental health
knowledge are not only discursively and materially constituted, but also experienced
by the embodied, feeling ‘self’. This then has implications for the methodological
choices made, which are outlined in Chapter 3, Methodology.
2.2

Philosophical assumptions: Practices of ‘knowing’ and ‘being’
We don’t obtain knowledge by standing outside the world; we know
because we are of the world. (Barad, 2007, p. 185)

In the process of making the philosophical or paradigmatic assumptions
underpinning a study explicit, many researchers, working within a sociological or
cultural framework, begin with discussions of epistemology (theory of knowing) and
ontology (theory of being). However, drawing inspiration from Barad (2007), in this
thesis I consider the concept of ‘knowing in being’, that is ‘we know because we are
of the world’ (p. 185). Barad argues that separating epistemology and ontology
assumes ‘an inherent difference between human and nonhuman, subject and object,
mind and body, matter and discourse’ (p. 185). Referring to ‘knowing in being’ as a
combined ‘ontoepistemology’, Barad rejects these binary ways of thinking, and
assumes that we ‘know’ as a result of our ‘being’ a part of the world (Jackson &
Mazzei, 2012). Adopting this line of thinking means that what can be ‘known’ about
environmental health is impossible to isolate from ‘being’ a part of environmental
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health encounters, that is, interactions with more-than-human nature (Gibbs, 2009).
Barad’s ontoepistemological framework supports the idea that agency is therefore
ascribed not only to humans, but also to matter (Jackson & Mazzei, 2012). When
thinking through the conditions of possibility for environmental health knowledge in
HPE, rather than adopting a humanist perspective of agency as something possessed
only by humans that gives them the ability to act in the world, following Barad
(2007), I understand agency to be enacted by a complex network of human and
nonhuman agents, including material conditions. For example, when considering
aspects of ‘the environment’ in the context of this thesis then, they can be viewed as
agentic, meaning that they act:
...and those actions have consequences for both the human and
nonhuman world. We need ways of understanding the agency,
significance, and ongoing transformative power of the world – ways that
account for the myriad ‘intra-actions’ between phenomena that are
material,

discursive,

human,

more-than-human,

corporeal,

and

technological. (Alaimo & Hekman, 2008, p. 5)
There are several advantages of adopting Barad’s ontoepistemology or ‘knowing in
being’. First, it ‘grounds and situates knowledge claims in local experience. Thus
objectivity is literally embodied’, and second, it ‘privileges neither the material nor
the cultural; rather production is material/cultural’ (Hekman, 2010, p. 73). Taking an
ontoepistemological position enables a theorising of the conditions of possibility for
environmental health that considers ‘knowing’ as discursively and materially
constituted, but also as ‘being’ embodied through lived, experienced, environmental
health encounters. The sections below expand this understanding further, to consider
the intersection of the ‘social’, the ‘material’ and the ‘self’ in the production of
knowledge, as it relates to environmental health.
2.3

Negotiating the discursive: Inviting Foucault to the discussion

Following Barad’s ontoepistemology that values the discursive, material and
embodied conditions of ‘knowing’, I turned to the work of Foucault to initially
consider how contemporary discourses of the environment and health are implicated
in shaping the conditions of possibility for environmental health. According to
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Foucault (1979), what can be ‘known’ and ‘done’ within any social context is
thought to be largely determined by dominant discourses and taken for granted ways
of thinking about an issue. Foucault defines discourse as the strategies that permit
specific disciplines of knowledge and understanding to evolve. These strategies set
up particular ‘truths’ or notions that construct power/knowledge relations that make
possible certain ways of thinking and regulate what can be known or acted upon.
According to Wright (2003), the notion of discourse ‘provides a means to understand
what resources are available to individuals as they make sense of the world and
themselves in the world’ (p. 37). This idea of discourse is particularly useful in
understanding what resources are available to individuals as they make sense of
environmental health in the context of schooling. However, Wright (2003) also
warns researchers that this notion does not provide an explanation as to why some
discourses are taken up by individuals in place of others, and ‘why different
individuals take up the same discourses in different ways’ (p. 37). Rather, drawing
on Foucault, she argues that the answer to these questions rests:
... in the relation between power and discourse. Some discourses have more
power to persuade than others and are reiterated more often across a wide
range of sites and/or by those who are believable and understood to be expert.
(Wright, 2003, p. 37)
In other words, the relationship between power and discourse establishes a hierarchy
of possibilities where not all discourses have equal power and therefore effects.
Dominant discourses that have more power to persuade are more likely to be taken
up and to larger effect. Identifying the dominant discourses and ways of thinking
about an issue emphasises multiple meanings and interpretations of knowledge. This
points to the constructed and unstable nature of ‘truth’ and subjectivity (Denzin,
2000). Such an understanding is helpful in exploring the multiple and sometimes
contested and contradictory discursive conditions for thinking about environmental
health rather than finding one ‘correct’ truth. Pointing out any taken for granted
knowledge of an issue is a tactic suggested by Harwood and Rasmussen (2007) to
destabilise the essential ‘truths’ of dominant discourses, and also an important step
for expanding the conditions of possibility for ‘thinking’ and ‘doing’ environmental
health in educational settings. Harwood and Rasmussen (2007) argue that the
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dominant discourses silence non-dominant ways of thinking and knowing. From their
analysis of discourses in the context of ‘sexualities and schooling’, the authors
demonstrate how knowledge that does not fit with or is critical of more powerful
ways of knowing becomes ‘closeted’ in educational settings.
Within this research project, once the dominant ways of thinking about
environmental health were identified, I was also able to draw on Foucault’s (1988)
idea of critique, whereby:
Critique is not a matter of saying that things are not right as they are. It is a
matter of pointing out on what kinds of assumptions, [on] what kinds of
familiar, unchallenged, unconsidered modes of thought the practices we
accept rest. (Foucault, 1988, p. 154)
Critiquing taken for granted assumptions about the ways we think about the
environment and health addresses epistemology (modes of thought) as well as
ontology (practices enabled by modes of thought) (St Pierre, 2014), where ‘one can
no longer think things as one formerly thought them, [and] transformation becomes
both very urgent, very difficult and quite possible’ (Foucault, 1988 p. 155). In other
words, perhaps in HPE, we could think, do and educate about environmental health
in different ways, where the conditions of possibility for doing so are exposed
through the agency and freedom of using post-structural ways of thinking, such as
Foucault’s theoretical resources (St Pierre, 2014).
In addition, Wright (2003) contends that an important aspect of ‘recognising and
naming’ discourses is to identify the resources individuals have to draw on to
construct meanings and subjectivities – in the case of this thesis, those associated
with environmental health (p. 43). She argues that, ‘[t]he assumption from a
poststructuralist perspective is that subjectivities are constituted by drawing on
existing discourses or sets of meaning (p. 43).
The first task then for my study was to identify the ‘institutional and cultural texts’
that were ‘likely to serve as important sources of the discourses’ constituting the field
of enquiry’ (Wright, 2003, p. 43). Recognising and naming the existing discourses or
sets of meaning available for teachers of HPE to construct their environmental health
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subjectivities is made possible through a consideration of Foucault’s concept of
genealogical work, which is discussed below.
2.3.1

Mapping discourses: A genealogical approach

Mapping what is currently ‘known’ about environmental health is made possible by
identifying the dominant discourses and ways of thinking about the environment and
health as they are taken up and reproduced in popular texts. Identifying and then
challenging these taken for granted assumptions led me to identifying other valuable
knowledges that are being silenced, transforming and producing new possibilities for
thought and action in relation to environmental health. In his writings, Foucault
(1979) refers to this process as ‘genealogical’ work, as a way of situating the past as
constitutive of the self in the present. Essentially, a genealogy helps us to understand
current knowledge or ‘reality’ in the present, and to transform that ‘reality’ by
opening up new possibilities for thought and action (Garland, 2014).
For inspiration, I turned to the genealogical work of McWhorter (1994), particularly
her paper, Foucault’s Genealogy of Homosexuality, where she explains how her
essay is a reading of ‘the History of Sexuality from the perspective of the question,
What is a Homosexual?’. She demonstrates how Foucault’s genealogical approach
can be liberating by opening up questions rather than closing off possibilities for
thinking (McWhorter, 1994). She points to how ‘in the end, it (genealogy) gives us
ourselves, for it gives us the freedom to imagine... what we could be’ (p.58). While
McWhorter focuses on opening up the possibilities for answering the question, ‘what
is homosexuality’, her paper served as a guide for how Foucault’s genealogical work
could also be used to open up the conditions of possibility for conceptualising other
areas, such as ‘environmental health’. Critically questioning (in a Foucauldian sense)
any rigid, taken for granted ways of knowing environmental health means other
conditions of possibility have the space to emerge.
Critical health researchers have already drawn on Foucauldian notions of genealogy,
to map the enduring discourses and the structures or constraints that limit knowledge
of health and the body in both social settings and HPE curriculum and practices
(Welch, 2013). For example, Welch (2013), in her doctoral thesis, utilizes a
genealogical approach to make visible the power and knowledge structures evident in
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dominant discourses of health and the body, to understand what she refers to as
‘contemporary healthscapes’ within the subject area of HPE. In her research, Welch
began by collecting ‘texts’ (in her case web-based texts, policy documents and
popular media articles and images) for analysis in order to provide ‘representations
of health that are both alternative and dominant to the Australian social milieu, to
allow for an examination of the contradictory and persuasive discourses that position
people and practices’ in relation to health (p. 38). Following Welch (2013), a similar
genealogical process was conducted in this research study, in order to make visible
the discourses related more specifically to environmental health.
Doing genealogically inspired work also reveals a link between knowledge, what is
possible to be known about a phenomenon, and how this taken for granted
knowledge is often regulated by political action, what Foucault referred to as
techniques of domination (Foucault, 1993). These techniques can be considered as
disciplinary tools that manifest in personal practices, referred to as ‘technologies of
the self’, whereby subjects regulate and manage their own conduct in line with
dominant discursive ‘truths’. Foucault states that:
If one wants to analyze the genealogy of the subject in Western
civilization, one must take into account not only techniques of
domination but also techniques of the self. One must show the interaction
between these types of technique. (Foucault, 1993, p. 203)
Techniques of domination and techniques of the self combine to form what Foucault
terms ‘governmentality’, where there is an intersection of dominance by the state
through discourse, and the ways individuals regulate themselves in accordance to
these dominant discourses. In other words, Foucault’s work examines the ways in
which governments can regulate their subjects through productive technologies. This
form of social control tends to be both disciplinary to individual behaviour, and
deployed to manage populations as a whole (Preston, 2012). Foucault’s use of
governmentality is particularly important for considering the normalising and
disciplinary impacts of neo-liberal and risk discourses, as a modern form of social
regulation, aiming to produce the type of citizen best suited to fulfil government
objectives (Preston, 2012).
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Building then on Foucault’s concepts, authors such as Luke (1999), Darier (1999)
and

Rutherford

(1999)

developed

the

concept

of

‘ecogovernmentality’.

Ecogovernmentality is an expansion of Foucault’s notion of governmentality, and
can be considered the application of governmentality to an analysis of the regulation
of social interactions with the natural world (Malette, 2010). This form of social
regulation produces subjects that ‘enthusiastically embrace’ certain discourses that
regulate their environmental (and health) conduct in particular ways (Preston, 2012).
Preston (2012, p. 235), in her research on changing ‘green’ subjectivities in outdoor
and environmental education, employs the work of Foucault and Darier to consider
how ecogovernmentality shapes the ‘conduct, desires and attitudes’ of Australian
tertiary outdoor and environmental education students. Preston’s work draws
attention to the ‘normalising and disciplinary effects of mainstream environmental
discourse, alongside an exploration of some of the inconsistencies and ruptures in
how participants interact with discourses of environmentalism’ (Preston, 2012, p.
235). Applying the concept of ecogovernmentality within Foucault’s notion of
genealogical work provides a platform that is useful for understanding the
relationship between governments and subjects, particularly in Western societies,
where dominant risk and neoliberal discourses create the conditions of possibility for
environmental health knowledge and practice to evolve.
By

identifying

the

dominant

discourses

shaping

scientific

and

popular

understandings of environmental health, in this thesis, I demonstrate how they are
constructed and how they produce particular ways of knowing and engaging with the
environment and health that silence non-dominant ideas (Foucault, 1989). In doing
so I constructed a genealogy of environmental health designed to answer my second
and third research questions: What are the dominant discourses shaping institutional
and popular conceptualisations of environmental health, and what environmental
health knowledge is silenced/subjugated? The methodological process for
constructing the Foucauldian inspired genealogy is explained further in Chapter 3,
Methodology, and the analysis is presented as findings in Chapter 4, Wrestling with
Discourses of the Environment and Health.
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2.3.2

Beyond discursive approaches

Although a turn to the theoretical work of Foucault was helpful in answering my
initial research questions, I also became aware of the critiques that have been
levelled at those taking up Foucault’s work and viewing all knowledge – in this case
of environmental health – as ‘mere discursive matters’ (Williams, 2006, p. 7). While
Foucault provides ways of thinking about knowledge that are largely determined by
discursive structures, there has been a fairly consistent critique from materialist
feminists, social realists, socio-biologists and most recently post-humanists, who
have been critical of researchers only considering approaches that explore the
discursive effects of a social construction of knowledge (Jackson & Mazzei, 2012).
As Jackson and Mazzei (2012) argue, while the discursive turn ‘has opened up
totally new possibilities of understanding gender, sexuality, and the body, without
getting trapped in genital or essentialising categorisations... mainstream discursive
approaches don’t consider the agency of the material in the production of
knowledge’ (p. 119). For ‘new materialists’ such as Barad (2007) and Hultman and
Lenz Taguchi (2010), a focus on only the discursive construction of knowledge
limits our understanding of how the biological and historical might simultaneously
exist together.
Sociologists such as Williams (2006), also argue that we need to look beyond the
discursive, to consider other ways of looking at bodily interactions with the world.
Williams (2006) argues that, in the field of health and sociology, the body has
become ‘theoretically elusive’, taking a marginalised position in relation to research
investigating the discursive construction of ‘meaning’ (p. 11). He calls for a
consideration of how ‘knowing’ and ‘being’ can be constituted through the material,
fleshy encounters of bodies. In a quote particularly relevant to the notion of
environmental health taken up in this thesis, he argues for an acceptance of ‘our
ecological responsibilities and interdependencies with other living and non-living
forces and processes’ and for rethinking ‘evolutionary kinship and commonalities
with other species’(p. 17). Quoting the work of Benton (2003), Williams makes the
case for re-theorizing social relations, not simply as relations between social actors
but also as:
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Relations between human social actors and elements of non-human
nature: physical objects and forces, artefacts, chemical substances,
populations of cultivated, domesticated and wild varieties of species of
non-human animals and plants, spatial envelopes, land and ecosystems,
both modified and unmodified by past human activity, and so on.
(Benton, 2003, p. 292)
Taking on board the above critiques and arguments, in the next sections I discuss the
theoretical resources that helped me think through first the material, and second, the
embodied, conditions of possibility for ‘thinking’ and ‘doing’ environmental health
education in HPE.
2.4

Negotiating the material: Engaging with Barad

As Jackson and Mazzei (2012) point out, the work of many ‘new materialists’ such
as Barad, has been particularly useful in bridging the discursive/material binary.
While Barad does not necessarily reject the discursive, she conceives of the
discursive and material as ‘mutually constitutive of one another’ and the production
of knowledge (Jackson & Mazzei, 2012, p. 115). In her work, Barad (2007) describes
the difference between ‘inter-activity’ (a relationship between distinctly separate
bodies) and ‘intra-activity’ (the ways discourse and matter mutually produce
knowledge), as being an ‘understanding of matter as a dynamic and shifting
entanglement of relations, rather than a property of things’ (p. 224). This distinction
is particularly useful in expanding conceptualisations of environmental health that
draw on a human/nature binary that assumes humans are separate from the
environment. Rather than simply being an inter-action, or relationship between two
separate bodies - ‘the environment’ and ‘health’ - thinking with Barad allows
conceptualisations of ‘environmental health’ as an ‘intra-action’, an entanglement of
both discursive and material relations that takes into consideration the idea that ‘the
forces at work in the materialisation of bodies are not only social and the bodies
produced are not all human’ (Barad, 2007, p. 224).
Barad’s notion of ‘posthumanist performativity’ means that an exploration of
materiality should also consider moving beyond dominant humanistic perspectives,
to value more-than-human phenomena, in order to understand how beliefs are
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formed around human/nature relationships (Jackson & Mazzei, 2012). This requires
a theorizing of social relations that not only takes into account ‘relations between
social actors’, but also ‘relations between human social actors and elements of nonhuman nature’ (Williams, 2006, p. 17). Posthumanist performativity places an
emphasis on agency, not as something possessed by human actors, but rather an
enactment, that is distributed over both human and ‘non human’ phenomena (Barad,
2007). According to Barad (2003), human bodies in their full physicality and atoms
of being, are not that different from non-human bodies. She argues that:
Theories that focus exclusively on the materialization of “human” bodies
miss the crucial point that the very practices by which the differential
boundaries of the “human” and the “nonhuman” are drawn are always
already implicated in particular materializations. The differential
constitution of the “human” (“non- human”) is always accompanied by
particular exclusions and always open to contestation. (Barad, 2003, p.
824)
In line with this notion, plants, water, ecosystems, objects and forces, all
become significant to understanding how beliefs are formed around human and
nature relationships, and therefore in this thesis, ways of negotiating
environmental health spaces. In this sense:
Nature is neither a passive surface awaiting the mark of culture nor the
end product of cultural performances. The belief that nature is mute and
immutable and that all prospects for significance and change reside in
culture is reinscription of the nature/culture dualism that feminists have
actively contested. (Barad, 2003, p. 827)
Within recent materialism literature, various researchers also encourage us to
challenge the ‘habitual anthropocentric gaze we use when analysing educational data,
which takes human beings as the starting point and centre, and gives humans a
self‐evident higher position above other matter in reality’ (Hultman & Lenz Taguchi,
2010, p. 525). Taking up this challenge, and in response to Williams (2006) call for
new theorizing of bodily interactions, in this thesis I consider the ways in which the
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body shapes identity and sense of self, not only through interactions with human
social actors, but interactions with the material, or elements of non-human nature.
Therefore, the actions of a body within its material surroundings are recognised as
being acted upon by those surroundings as much as acting on them (Hultman & Lenz
Taguchi, 2010). Such discussions of the material and biological body are rarely
present in critical health education literature, however, a consideration of materialism
could help researchers to think differently about what ‘counts’ in health education
and related research (Hultman & Lenz Taguchi, 2010).
The research described in this thesis takes up these challenges and draws on a
theoretical approach, influenced by Barad, which values both the discursive and
material in order to further explore the conditions of possibility for environmental
health in HPE. Barad’s theories helped me to approach the fourth research question:
What discursive, material and embodied resources do teachers of HPE draw on to
conceptualise environmental health? These questions were answered by exploring
the discursive and material resources the teachers in my study drew on during
interviews to negotiate environmental health spaces, outlined further in Chapter 3,
Methodology, and presented as findings in Chapter 5, Discursive Webs: Teachers’
Meanings of Environmental Health.
However, in order to fully answer the fourth research question, I also needed to
consider the embodied resources that the teachers drew on to conceptualise
environmental health in HPE. Barad points out that adopting an ontoepistemological
framework of ‘knowing in being’, both ‘grounds and situates knowledge claims in
local experience’, suggesting then that ‘objectivity is literally embodied’ (Barad, as
cited in Hekman, 2010, p. 73). The following section closes this chapter with a
discussion of embodied and affective approaches as they relate to the production of
environmental health knowledge, which forms the theoretical basis for Chapter 6 of
this thesis, Embodied Histories.
2.5

Negotiating the self: Embodied and affective approaches
Bodies, in their own right as bodies, do matter. They age, get sick, enjoy,
engender, give birth. There is an irreducible bodily dimension in
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experience and practice: the sweat cannot be excluded. (Connell, 2005, p.
51)
From a Foucauldian discursive perspective, it is difficult to account for individual
bodily experiences, such as those related to environmental health encounters
(Wellard, 2009). A move beyond theorizing discursive knowledge construction
draws attention not only to materialism, as outlined above, but also to the ‘moving
thinking feeling pulsing body, the lived body, as a mindful intentional site of ongoing
experience (Williams, 2006, p. 10). Approaches to embodiment provided the means
to examine not only the discursive and material resources the teachers in my study
drew on to talk about environmental health, but also those resources that were
embodied. These highlight how lived bodily experiences can be ‘central in memories
of our own lives, and thus our understanding of who and what we are’ (Connell,
2005, p. 53). In other words, our bodies can profoundly shape our sense of self and
identity, which is apparent in the way that Jackson (1990) describes body knowledge
as a consequence of her own personal history:
Even though my body seems the most private and hidden part of me, I
carry my life history in my body, almost like the way the age rings of a
sawn tree trunk reveal the process through time. My personal history of
social practices and relationships is physically embodied in the
customary ways I hold my body, imagine its size and shape and in its
daily movements and interactions. (p. 48)
What Jackson’s narrative exemplifies is how the self and subjectivity are literally
embodied. In this way, emotion, ‘desires, dreams and ambivalence – and
accumulating life histories shape how subject positions are negotiated and
subjectivity is fashioned’ (McLeod & Yates, 2006, p. 87). When applying this line of
thinking to the context of education, the conditions of possibility for what can be
‘known’ about environmental health in HPE can be understood to be shaped by not
only discursive and material conditions, but by the experiences of the embodied,
feeling ‘self’. Specifically within the field of HPE, McMahon and Huntly (2013)
argue in their study of HPE teachers, that embodied experiences are made visible in
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teachers’ everyday pedagogical practice, and this ‘should not be underestimated in
terms of importance to teaching’. (p. 46)
Turning to the field of cultural geography, embodied approaches are being employed
as a way of theorising cultural environmental relations, and of understanding ‘power,
knowledge and social relationships between people and places’ (Longhurst, 1997, p.
486). Cultural geographers, such as Waitt and Frazer (2012), provide an argument for
combining embodied approaches with discourse analysis. They point to how a focus
on embodiment highlights how bodies are sensual and can experience cumulative
affects or ‘embodied histories’, through which individual emotions arise. This
understanding of an ‘embodied history’ was helpful in theorising environmental
health experiences, where, through key readings of the interviews, I realised that
cumulative embodied experiences were being spoken about by participants, and were
significant in shaping participants’ sense of self and identity.
In the field of environmental and outdoor education, scholars are also attending to
embodied, affective responses to natural environments. As a counter to the risk and
adventure based tradition of learning in the outdoors, researchers, such as Gray and
Birrell (2015), suggest that emotions and learning in the outdoors are closely linked.
This recognition of embodied affective experiences in nature leads Gray and Birrell
(2015) to examine how complex emotions such as ‘love’ might be fundamental to
negotiations of outdoor and environmental learning. This approach highlights the
potential for unique understandings of environmental health spaces, that can go
beyond a focus on behaviour change and the development of ‘environmental
stewards’, to emerge within HPE (Gray & Birrell, 2015). A discursive, material
approach that also includes embodiment helps to explain how personal experiences,
including those with more-than-human nature (embodied histories) and affective
responses, can be powerful tools for constructing environmental health knowledge
and understanding.
2.6

Conclusion

‘Plugging into’ discursive, material and embodied theories, such as those outlined
above, helped me to open up ways of identifying and examining the conditions of
possibility for HPE as a site for teaching and learning about environmental health
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(Jackson & Mazzei, 2012). Further, engaging specifically with the work of Foucault
and then Barad provided the theoretical tools to understand such possibilities for
teaching and learning of environmental health. The ideas and terminology that I have
explored within this chapter provide the language and resources for ‘thinking’ and
‘doing’ environmental health education – a space that is seriously lacking the
language and resources to think about environmental health education at all.
Thinking with theory in this way also expands how educators might conceptualise
important aspects of the KLA. These are explored in the final discussions of this
thesis. In the next chapter, I discuss the methodological resources that were drawn on
to inform the conduct of this research project.
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CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY
3.1

Introduction

In the previous chapter, I discussed the theoretical tools that assisted me in
identifying discursive, material and embodied conditions of possibility for
environmental health in HPE. In this chapter, I discuss the methodological choices
that, prompted by these theories, provided a pathway to answering the research
questions posed in Chapter 1. In order to enquire beyond the theoretical conditions of
possibility for ‘knowing’ and ‘doing’ environmental health education in HPE, the
central research question was broken down into three sub questions, all designed to
empirically contribute to addressing the overarching purpose of the thesis. These sub
questions were:
1. What are the dominant discourses shaping institutional and popular
conceptualisations of environmental health?
2. What environmental health knowledge is silenced / subjugated?
3. What discursive, material and embodied resources do teachers of Health and
Physical Education draw on to conceptualise environmental health?
In order to answer the three sub questions, a range of methodological decisions were
made and a range of tools were drawn on. The methodology and tools required are
outlined in this chapter, which is organised into three separate sections.
In the first section, I outline and justify my decision to take up a post-structural,
qualitative methodology as the most suitable method of enquiry. Given the adoption
of these two overarching approaches, I then consider how ‘data’ are formed in
relations of power and ‘truth’, and identify how researcher subjectivity can be
explored through a consideration of both positionality and reflexivity as an important
part of the research process.
In the second section of this chapter I present an outline of the research design,
detailing the explicit steps and methodological tools I have drawn on to carry out the
research process. This has two main components to the study: a genealogical
mapping and a narrative ethnography. The genealogical component was designed to
answer two of the research sub questions (what are the dominant discourses shaping
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institutional and popular conceptualisations of environmental health and what
environmental health knowledge is silenced/subjugated?). Drawing on Foucault, I
mapped the dominant discourses and power relations shaping ways of ‘knowing’
environmental health, while simultaneously highlighting knowledge that can be
considered silenced or undervalued. The results from this process are later presented
as Chapter 4, Wrestling with Discourses of the Environment and Health.
The narrative ethnography component involved collecting data through semistructured participant interviews with teachers of HPE, to explore the discursive,
material and embodied resources they drew on when asked to conceptualise
environmental health. This was designed to provide data that would answer the last
research question (what discursive, material and embodied resources do teachers of
HPE draw on to conceptualise environmental health?). In this section I describe how
the participant interview data were analysed by drawing on the ‘narrative
ethnography’ approach used by Waitt (2010). Narrative ethnography, a combination
of both discourse analysis and narrative analysis, helped to identify discursive webs
(positions in discourse) and affective aspects (embodied histories) in the participants’
talk about environmental health, including experiences of material and more-thanhuman phenomenon as a site of environmental health negotiations. The results from
the discourse analysis of the participants’ responses are presented as Chapter 5,
Discursive Webs: Teachers’ Meanings of Environmental Health, and the results from
the narrative analysis of the participants’ responses are presented as Chapter 6,
Embodied Histories.
Finally, in the concluding section of this chapter, the formal ethical considerations
navigated within this thesis are presented, including a discussion of the challenges
that arose during the research process.
3.2

A post-structural approach to research

This study is informed by post-structural approaches to research. St Pierre (2014, p.
3) proposes that traditional social science research that only values ‘conventional,
humanist, qualitative methodology’ does little to produce knowledge that is
interesting or ‘new’. She continues, by suggesting that researchers take up the ‘posts’
(such as post-structuralism) and the productive analysis provided by thinking with
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post-structural concepts, such as ‘Foucault’s archaeology, genealogy, and powerknowledge reading’ (St Pierre, 2014, p. 3). Thinking beyond traditional humanistic
qualitative methodology enabled me to have greater flexibility in selecting
appropriate methods for each step of the research process.
Adopting post-structural methods, as outlined by Wright (2003, p. 43), begins by
‘identifying the work of specific discourses as they are constituted in the institutional
site’ being studied, followed by ‘demonstrating how these discourses are taken up’
by individuals as they talk about their negotiations. For example, initially using the
productive analysis of a Foucauldian inspired genealogical mapping enabled me to
collect ‘data’ that broadly identified the dominant discourses that are available for
teachers’ to think about environmental health, and therefore silence other ways of
‘knowing’. According to Welch (2013, p. 37), it is through these discourses ‘that
meanings, subjects, and subjectivities are formed’, and in order to then investigate
this empirically in research, ‘all forms of meaning production, including lived
experience can be treated as texts used for discourse analysis’. Subsequently, using a
Foucauldian inspired discourse analysis meant I was then able to understand how
these discourses have been taken up by teachers’ of HPE, in order for them to make
meanings of environmental health, and to constitute their subjectivities as
prospective teachers in this space.
At the same time, it is important to note that while I predominantly draw on poststructural approaches to research, I do not ignore traditional qualitative methods in
their entirety. Several methods were selected to provide a multi-layered analysis of
data in this project, some of these stemming from more ‘humanistic’ research
methods. For example, as part of the ‘narrative ethnography’ component of this
research, data collection involved familiar semi-structured interviews that align
closely with traditional, humanistic, qualitative methods (Jackson & Mazzei, 2012).
Interviews can be criticised as centring the human voice in research over more-thanhuman phenomenon (Jackson & Mazzei, 2012), however, it was important to speak
with participants – not to gain their one ‘truth’ on environmental health, nor to
generalise key findings to wider populations, but to see what forms of knowledge
were made through the mutually constitutive ‘intra-action’s’ between self and other,
discourse and matter, researcher and researched (MacLure, 2010).
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3.2.1

Positionality in research

Post-structural work tends to contest methods of enquiry that conceptualise writing
and language as a single truth or reflection of ‘reality’ (Mansvelt & Berg, 2010).
Rather, any given ‘truth’ or reality is considered dependent on an individual’s
perceptions and circumstances at any given time. According to Foucault (1972), all
knowledge is socially constituted; therefore, there is no independent position from
which we can suspend our pre-existing knowledge. Rather, post-structural work calls
for researchers to become critically aware of the self, and of how our understanding
of a topic may influence the ideas we present in research. Further, a researchers’
positionality is dynamic and changes within different circumstances and relations.
This is important to recognise, as the research encounter itself has the potential to
influence the subjectivity of the researcher as well as those researched.
By being conscious of the fact that as researchers we may never be able to fully
locate ourselves in a given research project, we can endeavour not to fall victim to
what Rose (1997) warns, is an instability of our ideas as we enter a research project.
Our ideas and views may change at any given point of the research encounter,
therefore a vital process is continuing to explicitly reflect and note these changes as
they occur (Waitt, 2010). Writing oneself into the research process is considered to
be a crucial, yet at times difficult, aspect of being a critically reflexive researcher.
Despite any difficulties, throughout the writing of this thesis I have endeavoured to
make clear my personal motivations and investments in carrying out this research
project, also describing my own changing subjectivities as I progressed through
various stages of the doctoral journey.
At the same time, it is important to recognise that there are limits to reflexivity, and it
is not free from criticism (England, 1994). While practicing reflexivity enables the
inherent biases, hierarchies and power relations in a project to be identified and
addressed, simply being aware of these power relationships doesn’t mean they no
longer exist. England (1994) argues that ‘reflexivity can make us more aware of
asymmetrical or exploitive relationships, but it cannot remove them’ (p. 86). Dealing
with this issue involves acknowledging that the researcher is neither speaking for the
participants, nor themselves. Rather, England (1994) suggests that ‘there exists a
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continuum between the researcher and the researched. We do not conduct fieldwork
on the unmediated world of the researched, but on the world between ourselves and
the researched. At the same time this ‘betweenness’ is shaped by the researchers
biography, which filters the ‘data’ and our perceptions and interpretations of the
fieldwork experience’ (p. 86). There is an acceptance of the research as being an
account of ‘the betweenness of their world and mine’ (England, 1994, p. 87).
3.3

Phases and design of the research project

Empirical data in this project was collected and analysed through two key
overlapping approaches: the genealogical mapping, and the narrative ethnography.
These two components were not conducted in a linear fashion, one after the other,
but rather were multi-phase processes that were approached simultaneously, which I
describe in the following sections.
3.4
3.4.1

Genealogical mapping of environmental and health discourses
Data collection: Policy documents, institutional and cultural texts

The empirical data collection began by collating policy documents, and institutional
and cultural texts, that are publicly visible in Australia and related broadly to
environmental health. These documents or ‘texts’ were chosen as representations of
material that are likely to contribute to the reproduction of dominant, contemporary
and popular meanings of environmental and health related concepts, because they are
reproduced as an authority source across a wide range of public sites and contexts.
The texts selected were predominantly from Australian governmental public health
and environmental policies, campaigns and social media platform releases, state
based health promotion initiatives, environmental campaigns from leading NonGovernment Organisations (NGO), World Health Organisation (WHO) media
releases, official educational policies and programs, and finally, curriculum support
materials for HPE schooling. This wide range of documentation was drawn together
as a way of providing a contextual starting point from which I would be able to
identify the dominant discourses and ways of thinking about environmental health.
This process of collecting policy documents and institutional or cultural texts was
ongoing throughout the research project, and occurred as significant issues surfaced
in popular media sites and public conversations.
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The selected texts were then considered through the productive analysis provided by
a Foucauldian inspired genealogy, which is discussed below. Here I will explain how
taking up the theoretical tools provided by Foucault and his concept of genealogy
within this thesis, was not only a theoretical choice, but a methodological one. I
outline how genealogical tools enabled me to approach, and make sense of, the
environmental and health discourses circulating in the identified texts.
3.4.2

Data analysis: Genealogical mapping

Although it is difficult to pinpoint an explicit definition of how to ‘do’ a ‘genealogy’,
genealogical work is often referred to as a ‘history of the present’ (Foucault, 1979;
Garland, 2014; Harwood & Rasmussen, 2007; Holdsworth, 2016; Welch, 2013).
Following Foucault, genealogical work is not designed to construct a singular, linear
narrative of history to explain a current phenomenon, but rather to establish the
complexities of multiple subjectivities, in order to better understand the present
(Garland, 2014). This makes a genealogical analysis an ideal analytical tool for
exploring the conditions of possibility for environmental health in HPE – particularly
through an analysis of the previously outlined policy documents, and institutional or
cultural texts that were collected as empirical data for this research project. Mapping
a genealogy of environmental health makes visible the power and knowledge
structures evident in dominant discourses of ‘the environment’ and ‘health’, enabling
speculation as to how these ideas might be taken up within the subject area of HPE.
In order to interrogate dominant conceptualisations of environmental health from the
data collected from policy documents and institutional or cultural texts, I developed a
set of analytical questions designed to purposefully disrupt the history, power and
knowledge of taken for granted answers to what ‘environmental health’ might mean
in the public ‘imaginary’ (Strauss, 2006). Following the guidance of McWhorter
(1994), Wright (2003) and Harwood and Rasmussen (2007), I posed the following
questions:
-

What discourses are available to understand the environment and health?

-

How do these come together in the concept of ‘environmental health’?

-

What power or authority is drawn on to support these meanings?

-

Whose interest do these conceptualisations serve?
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-

How do they manifest in practice - to what effect?

-

What knowledge is subjugated in this process?

Interrogating the available discourses enabled speculation as to which discourses
might have the greatest hold in the context of HPE curriculum and practice, while at
the same time also uncovering silenced and subjugated knowledge potentially helpful
in expanding what can be known.
3.5
3.5.1

Narrative ethnography: Meanings of ‘environmental health’
Data collection: Semi-structured interviews

I began the second phase of my research by recruiting teachers for interviews who
were in a position in schools where they were likely to teach health education in
either primary or secondary school contexts for interviews. Recruiting teachers of
HPE for the purpose of semi-structured interviews was designed to provide ‘texts’ or data, that would enable me to consider teachers meanings of environmental health,
and therefore answer my last research question (what discursive, material and
embodied resources do teachers of HPE draw on to conceptualise environmental
health?). According to Welch (2013), ‘it is through discourses that meanings,
subjects, and subjectivities are formed’ and in order to then investigate this
empirically in research, ‘all forms of meaning production, including lived experience
can be treated as texts used for discourse analysis’ (p. 37).
Considering meanings of environmental health as ‘texts’ I purposefully attempted to
recruit teachers that were at varied stages of the profession, including beginning
teachers through to head teachers of HPE and those who were close to the end of
their teaching career. Both male and female teachers were invited to participate,
along with those who had completed significant portions of their teaching in urban
and rural locations. All of the participants were employed to teach from a variety of
public schools across NSW, which ensured they would be teaching to the same
version of the past PDHPE curriculum (and be aware of the current AC-HPE
curriculum).
The participants for this study were chosen from known contacts using purposeful
and opportunistic sampling to reflect a variety of different perspectives emanating
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from teachers across the HPE field (Creswell, 2013). Choosing both generalist
primary and secondary specialist teachers enabled comparisons to be drawn between
two school levels, one where HPE is usually the responsibility of the general
classroom teacher and the other where it is taught by a secondary specialist. Baxter
and Eyles (1997, p. 513) describe purposeful sampling as a process that is not
designed to find a representation indicative of the entire wider population, but rather
highlights a search for ‘information rich cases’. Being a PDHPE teacher myself prior
to commencing this research project was valuable when it came to recruiting the
participants. I was considered an ‘insider’ in the field and I found a steady stream of
willing people who wanted to share their thoughts with me. I thought that my age
would be a restricting factor, as I was still an early career teacher at the time,
however the majority of participants seemed to accept my research journey as a
product of my own curiosity about the world and what makes it all ‘tick’. To extend
my numbers (particularly the generalist primary teachers) and diversity of
participants, I used ‘snowball sampling’ (Cohen, Manion, & Morrison, 2007),
whereby participants meeting the criteria for inclusion in the study put me in contact
with others who were also suitable. This assisted my search for ‘information rich
cases’ and allowed me to access teachers without the restrictions of recruiting
through schools (a lengthy and challenging process in NSW).
In addition, I was working in a context where the absence of the entity being
investigated (environmental health) both in HPE curriculum and practice made the
identification of ‘knowledgeable’ participants something of a lottery. O'Reilly (2012,
p. 192) argues that sampling in qualitative research should be ‘concerned with the
richness of information, and the number of participants required, therefore, depends
on the nature of the topic and the resources available’. In this case, the notion of
theoretical saturation became particularly pertinent, meaning that my collection of
new data was no longer shedding further light on the questions and issues that I was
investigating (O'Reilly, 2012). Theoretical saturation was originally developed in a
grounded theory approach, however has more recently spread to other qualitative
research designs that involve interview based methods (Rowlands, Waddell, &
McKenna, 2016). Essentially, theoretical saturation can be used as an indication or
‘marker’ that the sample size is adequate within a qualitative project. In other words,
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rather than aiming for a particular sample size, as one would expect in quantitative
research, sampling in qualitative work is more concerned with sample adequacy and
making sure that the sample size and group best represent the research topic
(O'Reilly, 2012). O'Reilly (2012, p. 192) suggests that in order to do this, ‘the
researcher should be pragmatic and flexible in their approach to sampling’, and that
an adequate sample size ‘is one that sufficiently answers the research question’. In
this project, theoretical saturation was achieved when there were no longer new or
emerging themes in the data that spoke to the research questions or the theoretical
underpinnings of this work. Given that this was an exploratory examination into the
conditions of possibility for environmental health in HPE, the sample size was
therefore deemed adequate once new themes were no longer identifiable in the data,
and once the data was able to sufficiently answer the research questions posed.
Semi-structured interviews were conducted with 24 teachers in total, of whom 12
were generalist primary teachers and 12 secondary specialist HPE teachers. For each
participant, a convenient location and time for the interview was negotiated, so that
interviews took place in a range of places including my University office, the
participant’s home, or a quiet cafe. All interviews were audio recorded, reducing the
need to break the rapport or flow of conversation during the interview to write
copious notes. The interviews, ranging from 40mins to 120mins, covered issues
related to participants’ meanings of environmental health and their encounters with
the ‘environment’ as a health space (see Appendix A: Semi-Structured Interview
Questions).
The interviews began with several closed questions to obtain demographic data, but
also to help make the participant feel comfortable with the interview process and
coax them into conversation with questions that were easy for them to answer
(Creswell, 2013). The questions then moved onto the theme of defining ‘health’
broadly, again, to ease the conversation into a comfortable and familiar area for the
teachers. The questions then progressed into ones that could be classed as more
complex or difficult to answer, such as those asking the participants to ‘define
environmental health’. At this point many of the participants found it difficult to
conceptualise environmental health. In response to their struggles to answer this
question, I turned to a more personal discussion of their experiences with natural
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environments, ones that they would link in some way to health and wellbeing. The
interviews finished with questions related to the teachers’ confidence in educating
about environmental health, and about where they would go for advice or
information on environmental health issues. Finally, the participants were all asked if
they had any questions, or needed clarification of any part of their participation in the
research. They were also asked how they felt about the interview, how they found the
questions and the topic in general.
The semi-structured interview questions were purposefully broad and open ended to
encourage conversation, rather than an interrogation. When engaging in the
interviews I attempted to create a relaxed, almost casual environment to put
participants at ease. I was concerned that there would be a perception of the
interview as being a form of ‘test’, with the outcome being to highlight flaws in
teacher knowledge and understanding. In order to combat this, I clearly stated prior
to each interview that this was not the case. This was a tricky area to navigate and
one that I discussed with my supervisors at some length before proceeding with data
collection. Even so, this dilemma still presented itself at times with certain
participants asking if they had ‘gotten the correct answer’, once the interview
concluded. The recordings of participant interviews in this study were later
transcribed in order to provide textual data that could be read for analysis.
3.5.2

Data analysis: ‘Narrative ethnography’

As a post-structural inspired study, I acknowledge that the narratives and
subjectivities constructed in and through interview data such as that outlined above,
are at any given time partial, incomplete, and always in a process of a re-telling and
remembering (Jackson & Mazzei, 2012, p. ix). Further, the implications of
interviewing as methodology also requires the researcher to question what we hear
from participants, how we hear it, and to consider our own privilege and authority as
the researcher, and the stories we choose to tell (Alcoff, 1991). Following Jackson
and Mazzei (2012, p. 3) I understood the participants’ (re)telling of their experiences
not as ‘truths’ that had happened to them, but rather ‘things that had been filtered,
processed and already interpreted’. In this way, care was taken in the analysis phase,
not to forget the theoretical underpinnings of this thesis, which was interested in
46

understanding the discursive, material and embodied resources that construct
knowledge. The interview in traditional qualitative enquiry often makes assumptions
about the agency of humans and the value or ‘truth’ of text through participant
speech. However, by listening to the HPE teachers’ meanings of environmental
health, and their stories of negotiating environmental health spaces, I was able to
analyse the discursive, material and embodied resources they were drawing on ‘to
see what gets made, not understood’ (Jackson & Mazzei, 2012, p. 3).
The texts produced through the transcription of the interviews were analysed by
drawing on the ‘narrative ethnography’ approach (Gubrium & Holstein, 2009).
Narrative ethnography can be viewed as an ‘ethnographic study of stories’ (Gubrium
& Holstein, 2009, p. 22). However, Gubrium and Holstein (2009, p. 22) caution that
the term ‘ethnography’ can be misleading, and that their use of the term is for
analysis of the ‘discursive contours’ in texts. Combining aspects of both discourse
analysis and narrative analysis, Gubrium and Holstein (2009, p. 24) refer to narrative
ethnography as a ‘focus on the everyday narrative activity that unfolds within
situated interaction. It entails an acute awareness of the myriad layers of social
context that condition narrative production’. If we go back and consider the
theoretical position of this thesis, it is important to then consider the ‘layers of social
context’ as being discursively and materially constructed, but also embodied.
Building on this notion in the field of human geography, Waitt and Frazer (2012)
propose that narrative ethnography is useful for analysing not only the discursive, but
the embodied, material and affective encounters of lived experience. Following Waitt
and Frazer (2012), this understanding helped me in this thesis to identify the
discursive webs (positions in discourse) and affective aspects (embodied histories) in
participants’ talk about environmental health.
3.5.3

Coding qualitative data

Following Waitt (2010), QSR NVivo 10 was used as an analytic tool to assist with
the organisation of detailed and complex qualitative interview data. Interview data
was coded into NVivo using ‘descriptive codes’ and ‘analytic codes’, for
interpretation of environmental health meanings.
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First, the interview data was coded for organisation into themed categories using
descriptive codes that were predominantly aimed at establishing context (Waitt,
2010, p. 231). The descriptive codes were designed to reflect themes and patterns
that were immediately clear and obvious within the research project because they had
already emerged in the previous genealogical mapping of discourses (Cope, 2010, p.
283). The descriptive codes, which I outline further in each section below, were also
used to answer basic categorical questions, such as ‘who, what, when, where and
how’ in the interview data.
All interview data were then coded a second time using analytical themes that
emerged in environmental health meanings. These analytic codes reflected the
different purposes and themes which emerged from applying aspects of both a
discourse analysis to identify participant positions in discourse and narrative analysis
to identify participant embodied histories. The analytic codes were designed to ‘dig
deeper’ into the process and context of phrases and actions, and were developed in
line with the ontoepistemological and theoretical parameters of the study (Cope,
2010, p. 283). The analytical coding occurred after the descriptive coding was well
underway, once some initial, surface patterns had already been established. For
example, I paid attention to what Cope (2010) suggests as a helpful framework for
deciding what is important when developing analytic codes, such as: participant
circumstances or ‘conditions’ (early career teacher, head teacher, geographical
location, generalist primary or secondary HPE teacher); the relationships or
‘interactions’ among actors (encounters, conflicts, interaction with discursive,
material and more-than-human phenomenon); how ‘strategies and tactics’ or the
events, actions or statements in data relate to broader environmental health
phenomena (social material and political negotiations, decision making, behaviours,
tactics of resistance, empowerment or survival); and the ‘consequences’ or effects of
‘truth’ on environmental health negotiations (Cope, 2010, p. 283).
3.5.4

Positions in discourse

For the discourse analysis stage, the data were coded in ways which identified how
the participants negotiated the ‘discursive webs’ available to make sense of, and
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speak about, environmental health. As Waitt (2010) points out, discourse analysis
helps to explain how:
Those statements accepted as ‘true’ are always historically variable,
being the outcome of uneven social relations, technology, and power.
According to Foucault, to believe at face value what one hears, reads or
sees as truth would lead to the serious error of overlooking the social
circumstances within which particular sets of ideas are produced,
circulated, and maintained. (Waitt, 2010, p. 217)
In other words, discourse analysis provides the means to demonstrate how particular
ideas becomes common sense and taken for granted, while other ways of knowing
the world are silenced. A discourse analysis of the interviews in this study also
provided ways of describing how the participants took up particular positions in
discourse (Welch, 2013) in relation to environmental health ‘truths’. I drew on this
notion and the descriptive code was named ‘positions in discourse’, to reflect how
the HPE teachers’ drew on particular discourses, or sets of ideas, about the
environment and health in order to answer the interview questions. Participant data in
this descriptive code were then categorised according to ‘who’ was speaking (general
demographical information such as male, female, primary generalist or secondary
HPE teachers), ‘what’ type of discourse was drawn on (risk, neoliberal,
environmental crisis, healthism), ‘when’ the discourse was being drawn on (with the
personal or professional identity in mind), and ‘how’ participants were drawing on
the discourses (reproducing, rupturing or resisting) (Cope, 2010, p. 283). Analytic
codes were then developed, particularly to organise data around the ‘consequences’
or effects of ‘truth’ on environmental health negotiations (Cope, 2010, p. 283).
The findings from the discourse analysis and the identification of participant
positions in discourse are presented in Chapter 5, Discursive Webs: Teachers’
Meanings of Environmental Health. This chapter highlights the discursive resources
the teachers’ drew on to negotiate environmental health spaces, contributing to
answering the initial part of the fourth research question: What discursive, material
and embodied resources do HPE teachers draw on to conceptualise environmental
health?
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3.5.5

Embodied histories

After completing coding and analysis specifically for positions in discourse, the
interview data was then organised around a second lot of descriptive and analytic
codes, with the intent to use aspects of narrative analysis to identify how participants
might draw on affective, embodied, personal encounters, including those with
material and more-than-human phenomena, when making sense of and speaking
about environmental health.
At this stage of the analysis blocks of textual data were coded that specifically
referred to encounters with the environment and health. Gubrium and Holstein (2009,
p. viii) suggest that as researchers we should ‘systematically consider the
communicative mechanisms, circumstances, purposes, strategies and resources that
shape narrative production’ in interview data, in order to determine the surrounding
conditions of possibility for participants to speak of their experiences. Narrative
analysis enables us as researchers to consider how ‘encounters’ can be used to
examine personal experiences as they relate to work, family life, the community.
Therefore, it was also important to consider and describe how the HPE teachers
explained encounters with the environment and health in their personal or home life
context.
This descriptive code was named ‘embodied histories’, and participant data was then
categorised according to patterns of ‘who’ was speaking (general demographical
information such as male, female, primary generalist or secondary HPE teachers),
‘what’ material or more-than-human phenomenon was drawn on when speaking of
environmental health encounters (water, trees, sunshine, animals, weather), ‘how’
participants were speaking of their embodied encounters as related to environmental
health (physical, psychological, social, emotional, spiritual, ecological, health), and
‘what’ attitudes and values participants displayed in relation to environmental health
(affective responses, apathy, judgement, concern, interest, helplessness). The analytic
codes that emerged were particularly focussed on the embodied relationships or
‘interactions’ among actors (encounters, conflicts, material and more-than-human
phenomenon), and how ‘strategies and tactics’ or the events, actions and statements
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in the data relate to broader environmental health phenomena (material, affective,
embodied, decision making, behaviours) (Cope, 2010, p. 283).
When presenting the results of the narrative analysis, I was influenced by the idea of
writing as being part of the analytic process. According to Smith and Sparkes (2009),
writing up research findings is inherently a method of analysis in itself, and how we
write up our results is both a moral and theoretical issue. The ontoepistemological
and theoretical origins of this study determine that participant descriptions of their
experiences are not actually a representation of one true essence, but a subjective,
filtered, already interpreted account (Jackson & Mazzei, 2012). At the same time,
drawing on post-structural understandings of the unstable nature of ‘truth’ also opens
up creative possibilities for presenting what knowledge is ‘made’ through embodied
encounters with others, the material and more-than human phenomenon. These
findings from the narrative analysis are presented as Chapter 6, Embodied Histories.
Chapter 6 highlights the embodied and material resources the teachers’ of this study
drew on to negotiate environmental health spaces, and contributes to answering the
final part of the research question: What discursive, material and embodied
resources do teachers of HPE draw on to conceptualise environmental health?
3.6

Ethical considerations

Throughout the processes outlined above, ethical principles and personal ethical
practices were maintained during this research project. Ethical guidelines such as
those provided by Wright and O’Flynn (2011) were adhered to and ethical dilemmas
resolved by considering the position of the participants first and providing them with
the highest forms of respect and protection available. As highlighted by Wright and
O’Flynn (2011), it is very difficult to identify oneself as a post-structural researcher
who is concerned with the regimes of power and ‘truth’ in social structures, without
also carefully considering the relationships and power that exist between myself as a
researcher and those who I come into contact with throughout the research process.
One of the major considerations that this thought provoked was my responsibility to
protect the participants in my study from harm (Wright & O’Flynn, 2011). Following
the appropriate institutional procedures and guidelines for research helped me to
ensure the research project was appropriately implemented. Applying for ethical
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consent for research through the University of Wollongong also helped me as a
researcher to consider if the research design and all practices followed were ethically
sound. In order to protect the privacy of participants in this research project, I used
confidential semi-structured interviews as a research tool. Participants were
interviewed one at a time, and in a comfortable yet private location, where
conversation could not be overheard. Achieving total confidentiality was a challenge,
as clearly, the participant’s identity could not be hidden from the researcher as faceto-face interviews were used. In this sense, total anonymity was not possible,
however, pseudonyms were assigned for participant names in presenting the project
to protect their identity from being disclosed publicly (Wright & O’Flynn, 2011).
Only I, as the primary researcher, read the transcripts of interviews with names and
identifying information attached, and these identifying details were changed prior to
anyone else reading the data.
Participants in this study were volunteers who gave their informed consent.
Participants were also informed that they were free to withdraw from the project at
any stage, without jeopardising their relationship with myself, my supervisors or with
the University of Wollongong. Participants were presented with both an information
sheet that included guiding interview questions (see Appendix B: Participant
Information Sheet) and a consent form (see Appendix C: Participant Consent Form)
outlining the project. Maintaining a high level of personal ethical behaviour and
ensuring the academic integrity of the research was a priority at all times. Ethical
approval was granted from the University of Wollongong ethics committee (see
Appendix D, Approval Number: HE13/287).
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CHAPTER 4: WRESTLING WITH DISCOURSES OF THE ENVIRONMENT
AND HEALTH
4.1

Introduction

In Chapter 3, Methodology, I briefly outlined one of the very first steps I took in
developing this thesis, which was to collect textual ‘data’ that helped me identify the
dominant ways of thinking about environmental health. Doing this enabled me to
map what is currently known about environmental health, and to challenge taken for
granted assumptions about that knowledge, transforming and producing new
possibilities for thought and action in relation to environmental health negotiations.
In this chapter, I describe the findings from the genealogical mapping of
environmental and health discourses in the collected texts. My argument is that these
institutional and popular texts both indicate dominant ideas about environmental
health and shape the current conditions of possibility for thinking about and
practising environmental health education in HPE. The process of identifying these
dominant discourses was an ongoing and challenging task. Even though it was a task
I began early in the research process, it was also the last one I worked on, right up to
submission of the thesis. The reason for this, as I quickly discovered, is because
discourses can be slippery. They are notoriously difficult to pull apart and pinpoint,
to name, or even describe, and they transform rapidly with changing, for example,
political contexts. And as soon as I felt I had a handle on this process, time would
reveal the emergence, or re-emergence of a new discourse, as others would fall away
or become more muted. However, within this process there were several discourses
that stood the test of time and were consistently foundational to dominant ways of
thinking about the environment and health.
Structurally, this chapter is divided into three key sections. In the first section, I
explain how taking up the theoretical tools provided by Foucault and his concept of
genealogy, helped me to identify, and make sense of, the environmental and health
discourses described within this chapter. I begin by discussing scholarly work from
Harwood and Rasmussen (2007) and Petersen and Lupton (2000), which was pivotal
in helping me to situate concepts of ‘the environment’ and ‘health’ historically. This
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enabled me to identify how these notions have changed over time, and to then begin
constructing a ‘history of the present’ of environmental health.
In the second section, I examine some of the ways ‘the environment’, ‘health’, and
then, ‘environmental health’ are now currently conceptualised in popular discourses
through governmental policy, institutional documents and cultural texts. I argue these
dominant conceptualisations are commonly underpinned by, and/or produced within
the context of risk and neoliberal discourses, which have the potential to limit the
conditions of possibility for thinking about the environment as a valued health
knowledge space. Key to this process was following the analytical questions that
were described in Chapter 3, in order to purposefully disrupt the history, power and
knowledge of taken for granted answers to what ‘environmental health’ means. The
analytical questions are revisited here as a way of framing the chapter: What
discourses are available to understand the environment, health, and subsequently, the
coming together of environmental health? What power or authority is drawn on to
speak of the issues? Whose interest do the concepts serve? How do the concepts
manifest in practice - to what effect? And finally, what knowledge is subjugated in
this process? Interrogating the available dominant discourses enabled speculation as
to how environmental health education might be conceptualised in HPE, while also
making visible silenced and subjugated environmental health knowledge.
In the third section, following Harwood and Rasmussen (2007), I propose examples
of silenced and subjugated environmental health knowledges as a tactical way of
destabilising the essential ‘truths’ of dominant discourses. In addition, identifying
‘other’ discourses provides the means for expanding the conditions of possibility for
‘thinking’ and ‘doing’ environmental health in educational settings. As examples of
subjugated knowledge, I demonstrate how spiritual connections with nature, and
Indigenous connections to Country offer alternative conditions of possibility for
thinking about the connections between ‘the environment’ and ‘health’.
Finally I conclude the chapter by considering the implications of dominant
discourses and subjugated knowledges as constituting conditions of possibility for
environmental health education in HPE classrooms.
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4.2

A genealogy of environmental health: A ‘history of the present’

Using Foucault’s notion of genealogy means asking what is possible for
environmental health, not just as an essential truth, but discursively. To construct the
genealogically inspired work in this chapter, I initially drew on two pivotal resources
for theoretical and methodological guidance.
First, I looked to Harwood and Rasmussen’s (2007) discussion of a Foucauldian
inspired genealogy, exemplified in their case by their analysis of the truths about
psychopathology, sexuality and young people. Drawing inspiration from the authors’
argument that scientific ‘truths’ surrounding young people require ‘vigilant critical
interrogation’ (Harwood & Rasmussen, 2007, p. 32), I applied Foucault’s critical
strategies to identify and scrutinise the discourses that make claims to environmental
and health ‘truths’. The biological ‘environment’ or ‘nature’ is often referred to as
the ultimate truth that lies at the foundation of humanity – that ultimately as humans,
we are biological bodies, at the mercy of ‘nature’. Most western societies would not
question the idea that the environment and health are fundamental to what it means
to be human, both as individuals, and as a species. On the other hand, ‘nature’ is
paradoxically seen as something out of human control, yet at the same time we strive
to manage aspects of biological ‘nature’ such as human health and wellbeing as the
ultimate picture of self control and discipline.
Harwood and Rasmussen (2007, p. 34) argue that genealogy is particularly valuable
in interrogating discourses, the authority of which is buttressed by the unassailable
truths of science, ‘for it really is against the effects of the power of a discourse that is
considered to be scientific that the genealogy must wage its struggle’ (Foucault, as
cited in Harwood & Rasmussen, 2007, p. 34). Genealogy thus functions as what
Jones and Ball (as cited in Harwood & Rasmussen, 2007) refer to as ‘insurrectionary
knowledges’, being ‘strategic interventions into the conditions of possibility of
contemporary knowledge’ (p. 34). I argue that strategically intervening into, and
unsettling, the scientific ‘truths’ of the environment and health can open up the
conditions of possibility for thinking and doing environmental health in HPE.
Throughout this chapter I also draw on the work of Petersen and Lupton (2000) as an
already established example of how post-structural work can highlight the instability
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of truth around concepts of the environment and health throughout time. In their
book titled: The New Public Health, Health and the Self in the Age of Risk, Petersen
and Lupton (2000) argue that ways of thinking about ‘the environment’ and ‘health’,
and therefore ‘environmental health’ have changed throughout history, depending on
which discourses were drawn on to construct knowledge in the context of the
political and public priorities of the time. In their work, the authors map how the
terms ‘nature’ and ‘the environment’, not to mention ‘health’, are all complex,
loaded terms that are socially constructed and have differing meanings depending on
what discourses are drawn on.
As one example, Petersen and Lupton (2000) demonstrate how the symbolic
meanings of ‘nature’ are central to discourses that shape understandings of ‘the
environment’ and ‘health’. The authors suggest there are three main ways of defining
nature. These include: ‘the essential quality and character of something’; ‘the
inherent force which directs either the world or human beings or both’; and finally,
as ‘the material world itself, taken as including or not including human beings’
(Williams, 1988, as cited in Petersen & Lupton, 2000, p. 103). Petersen and Lupton
(2000) draw attention to the ways these meanings are used in a varied manner,
depending on the historical period and the context. Often they are used in
contradictory ways, particularly when examining the discourses that link the
environment and human health. In the quote below, Petersen and Lupton (2000)
expand on Williams’ meanings of ‘nature’ to describe how they are taken up in
multiple ways:
The first meaning [of nature] tends to emerge in discussions of the ways in
which essential or primitive ‘human nature’ is subverted or distorted by the
‘urban environment’ in which many people now live, causing ill health. The
second meaning is often used to denote the forces of an abstract ‘Nature’, as
in the term ‘Mother Nature’; that which drives inexorable forces, sometimes
destructive, which affect the health of humans. The third major meaning of
nature is typically employed to denote aspects of ‘the environment’ that
exclude the urban or built world, as in the ‘wilderness’ or the ‘countryside’.
(Petersen & Lupton, 2000, p. 104)
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Typically,

modern

environmentalists

use

‘nature’

and

‘the

environment’

interchangeably. However, according to Petersen and Lupton (2000), if we look to
recent history we can see the emergence and re-emergence of environmental
movements in different shapes and forms. All of these movements have used ‘nature’
or ‘the environment’ in different capacities, depending on which understanding
suited the current purpose or cause. For example, early in the 20th Century, nature
study movements were led by the likes of John Dewey, Henry David Thoreau and
John Muir. The nature study movement was an anti-scientific appraisal of nature,
whereby moral links to nature were encouraged and developed. The 1950s and 60s
saw the emergence of the conservation movement, which was politicized by
environmentalists such as Rachel Carson and Aldo Leopold. Environmentalists of
this time were commonly portrayed by political perspectives as being linked with
liberalism and were often viewed as a group of ‘tree-huggers’ who were damaging
the essential growth of the economy. Moving to more recent times, the current buzz
fuelling the sustainability and ‘going green’ movements has been a focus of much
political and public interest. At the current moment, the ‘Leave No Child Inside’
slogan and supporters of the Biophilia Hypothesis by advocates such as Richard
Louv, David Orr and Peter Kahn have helped bring environmental issues to the
forefront of political and educational debate. Petersen and Lupton (2000) argue that
the history of a field, such as that outlined above, represents only a snapshot of the
many histories that could be created and reflects the perspectives of only those whose
voices are included.
Petersen and Lupton (2000) also describe how the ‘new public health’ agenda in
Australia is one that combines both environmental and health imperatives, calling for
everyone to ‘play their part’ in being a healthy and ecologically sustainable citizen
(Petersen & Lupton, 2000, p. ix). However, the authors critique the underlying
philosophies and practices of the new public health approach, for the ways it
reproduces problematic environmental health discourses that regulate concepts of the
self and citizenship. They argue that the new public health approach tends to focus
on environmental health issues that neglect to take up ‘oppositional and sometimes
radical political’ discourses that form an important part of the environmental and
green movement. Instead they adopt a largely neoliberal approach that promotes the
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citizen as individually responsible for reducing their environmental and health risks
(Petersen & Lupton, 2000, p. 91).
Peterson and Lupton’s (2000) work critiques environmental health imperatives in the
context of new public health agendas rather than education. However, the way they
identify dominant risk and neoliberal discourses, outlining how these serve to
regulate subjectivities, embodiment and citizenship, provides a useful framework for
critically examining the dominant discourses and taken for granted assumptions of
environmental health education, as they relate to the conditions of possibility in HPE.
Building on this notion and the authors’ historical work mapping environmental and
health discourses preceding the mid 1990’s (their book was first published in 1996),
in this research I now move toward mapping the discourses of more recent times.
Developing the basis for an environmental health ‘history of the present’ in the
current context (of 2016, when the research in this thesis was completed), I argue
that an examination of governmental policy, institutional documents and cultural
‘texts’ reveals that the dominant knowledges that are drawn on to make sense of ‘the
environment’, ‘health’ and ‘environmental health’, are still commonly underpinned
by, and produced within, a context where neoliberal discourses and notions of risk
prevail as dominant social and political ideas. I begin to map these in the following
section of this chapter.
4.3

Environmental and health discourses in neoliberal times

Scholars writing about ‘neoliberalism’ highlight the difficulty in defining the many
hybrids of ‘neoliberalism’ that currently exist, as the term has been taken up by
different groups with vested interest in particular meanings (Springer, 2012).
However, many understandings originate from an economic philosophy pushing free
trade, economic liberalisation, and privatisation of the market. Considering the use of
the term in the wider literature, Springer (2012, p. 136) identifies four different
understandings of neoliberalism: an ideological hegemonic project; a policy and
program; a state form; and finally, a form of governmentality. In this research, I am
particularly interested in how neoliberalism works as a form of governmentality.
Drawing on Foucault, Springer (2012) explains how a governmental understanding
of neoliberalism is about the operation of power in relation to knowledge production.
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From this perspective ‘the internal dynamics of neoliberalism… are underpinned by
an unquestioned ‘commonsense’, meaning quite literally, a sense held in common’
(Springer, 2012, p. 137).
Neoliberalism thus operates as a form of governmental power. Through subtle, yet
specific techniques, the state can govern from a distance, not necessarily from a topdown hierarchy, but rather a bottom-up approach, whereby individuals embrace
dominant discourses and regulate their own conduct in line with government
objectives (Foucault, 1991; Springer, 2012). As Lupton (1999) suggests, from this
neoliberal perspective, individuals are encouraged to construct themselves as
subjects who aspire towards self actualisation and improvement of the self, under the
guise of regulated freedom. This regulated freedom aligns with key governmental
objectives, with the aim of producing certain types of citizens that are capable of
‘doing the right thing’. Education sites, including HPE, are key instruments in
reproducing neoliberal discourse and associated ‘norms’ that regulate the ways that
individuals behave and think (Lupton, 1999). As a form of governmentality,
‘neoliberalism would seem paradoxically to govern without governing, that is, in
order to function its subjects must have a great deal of freedom to act – to choose
between competing strategies’ (Read, 2010, p. 29). In this sense, neoliberal discourse
promotes individual responsibility. This aspect of neoliberalism has been criticised
for opening up possibilities to place blame onto individuals for a lack of participation
or success, rather than interrogating the responsibilities of government and broader
community entities (Lupton, 1999).
4.3.1

Neoliberal discourse and the environment

One of the most prominent ways that neoliberal discourse is taken up in the current
environmental context is through discourses of ‘good’ environmental citizenship
(Preston, 2012). Preston (2012) describes how environmental citizenship discourses
position individuals as the solution to complex environmental problems through the
regulation of their day to day behaviour. Individuals are thus increasingly tasked with
personal responsibility for environmental wellbeing, where those who appear to take
up this discourse are considered to be ‘good’ environmental citizens who are capable
of ‘doing the right thing’ and those who do not as ‘bad’ or immoral citizens (Preston,
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2012). ‘Good’ environmentally responsible citizens then regulate themselves by
enacting certain practices and ‘doing the right thing’ by the environment. Preston
(2012), in her work: Changing green subjectivities in outdoor and environmental
education, describes how environmental citizenship discourse can be viewed as a
form of ‘environmental governmentality’. She argues that:
Government departments, nongovernment organisations and community
organisations are aligned in their push to develop ‘responsible citizens’ who
will work against impending environmental destruction. The individual, as an
environmentally responsible citizen, is impelled to take responsibility for the
regulation of their own environmental conduct. The individual is depicted as
an autonomous, rational, choosing being who makes ‘informed’ or ‘wise’
choices and takes ‘appropriate action’ to do her or his bit for the environment.
(Preston, 2012, p. 237)
Such a notion of the environmental citizen enables governments to relinquish much
of the burden of responsibility for environmental issues. An example of
environmental citizenship discourse can be found in Australian school resources such
as those promoted by the Australian Government Department of the Environment
(AGDE). The AGDE, teaming up with the National Pollutant Inventory, provides
online resources for educating teachers and their students about different harmful
pollutants, emissions and substances, as they relate to human and environmental
health (Australian Government Department of the Environment, 2014). The purpose
of this online tool is to encourage individuals to ‘see what you can do to reduce
pollution to our air, water, and land!’ These resources include materials for students
to use in the classroom, such as the ‘Spikes pollution tracker ballad’ (see below)
where you can ‘discover more about how you can take action to reduce the harmful
effects of polluting substances’ (for the full ballad see Appendix E):
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Spike took the time to give a speech
About what he had found.
He mentioned how in every state
Pollutants were around.
Caused by humans every day,
At home, at work, at play,
We had to keep a track of them,
We had to find a way.
To make our environment healthier
Our land, our water, our air,
It’s up to all of us,
We have to be aware.
So join with Spike and all his friends,
Keep watch, collect and share,
Data and information
On the water, land and air.
Know what it is that we all do,
To add to the pollution.
Change our ways so we become
Part of the solution.
(Australian Government Department of the Environment, 2014)
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In this excerpt from the ballad we can see how it is everywhere, at ‘home, at work, at
play’, that individuals are encouraged to take increased responsibility for changing
environmentally related behaviours. The language used in this resource reinforces the
idea that individuals (in this case young people) should take responsibility for ‘doing
our share’ to improve the health of the environment by reducing pollution, because in
this issue, ‘we are all to blame’. Further, students are encouraged in their everyday
lives to ‘Keep watch, collect and share, Data and information’. By disseminating
these environmental guidelines in resources for schooling, governments are able to
moralise and regulate the truths of ‘good’ environmental citizenship and
subsequently the behaviours and practices individuals feel compelled to take up.
Essentially this resource encourages young people to exercise higher levels of selfsurveillance, which is a key goal of neoliberal discourse and of governing ‘from a
distance’. By this means, the state can subtly intervene in the regulation of
environmental conduct, encouraging individuals to take personal responsibility and
modify behaviours accordingly.
Environmental citizenship discourse is also apparent in the tenets of a sustainability
discourse which emphasises that good environmental citizens are those who regulate
their day to day behaviour in line with personal practices, deemed to contribute to
sustainable lifestyles. From this perspective, humans need to find ways of existing
that do the least damage to natural environments as we ‘need’ the finite natural
resources of the earth for the continued health and survival of our species (Cheney,
Nheu, & Vecellio, 2004). While some aspects of sustainability discourse are levelled
at the government and industry regulation, much of the regulatory action targets
individuals, who are constituted as responsible for governing their personal conduct
in relation to the environment. Many ‘easy to follow’ resources now exist,
encouraging individuals to consume less, reduce their carbon footprint, recycle
household items, install shower heads that reduce water flow, and follow regulated
water restrictions. These resources are designed to make being a ‘good’
environmental citizen a simple choice – a choice that is often promoted as the
solution to widespread environmental destruction.
Authority bodies such as Australia’s education system have taken up this
individualised form of sustainability discourse, as part of their ‘future focus’. For
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example, the Australian Curriculum, Assessment & Reporting Authority (ACARA)
has identified ‘sustainability’ as a cross-curriculum priority area to be integrated into
all subject areas in the schooling of Australian young people:
The Sustainability priority provides the opportunity for students to develop an
appreciation of the necessity of acting for a more sustainable future and so
address the ongoing capacity of Earth to maintain all life and meet the needs
of the present without compromising the needs of future generations. This
priority will allow all young Australians to develop the knowledge, skills,
values and world views necessary for them to act in ways that contribute to
more sustainable patterns of living. It will enable individuals and
communities to reflect on ways of interpreting and engaging with the world.
The Sustainability priority is futures-oriented, focusing on protecting
environments and creating a more ecologically and socially just world
through informed action. Actions that support more sustainable patterns of
living require consideration of environmental, social, cultural and economic
systems and their interdependence. (ACARA, 2016a)
ACARA’s introduction of sustainability into all subjects and levels of the Australian
National Curriculum is evidence of the disciplinary power of this particular
discourse. Individual notions of good environmental citizenship are evident, for
example, in language such as: ‘[The priority] calls on students to act sustainably as
individuals and to participate in collective endeavours that are shared across local,
regional

and

global

communities’,

although

it

also

acknowledges

‘the

interdependence of environmental, social, cultural and economic systems’ (ACARA,
2016a).
While sustainability discourse has the potential to be a productive concept, one that
can potentially address collective action and social and economic inequities as they
relate to ecological balance (Cheney et al., 2004), Petrucci (2002) argues that the
dominant discourse of sustainability has more loyalty to neoliberal roots than true
concern for the natural environment. It demands the development of the
environmentally conscious citizen and brings shame on those who are not ‘doing the
right thing’, thereby developing moral understandings of the environment, rather
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than addressing the ecological transformation of industry and big business (Petrucci,
2002). Cultural environmental researchers, such as Gibson, Farbotko, Gill, and Waitt
(2013) also challenge ‘green’ norms of sustainability discourse by pointing to the
ways that ‘living sustainably’ is rife with contradiction and uncertainty. They argue
that being ‘green’ and looking after the interest of the environment is not altogether
as easy as we are led to believe. The concern for ‘doing one’s bit’ as a ‘good
environmental citizen’ still manifests in moralised practices of the self; individuals
are tasked with personal responsibility for self regulating their behaviour under
environmental citizenship and sustainability discourses and can be easily confused
and overwhelmed with what to ‘do’ in playing their part. Individuals can fail to feel
as though their personal actions actually make a difference and lose hope,
particularly if they believe they have few resources to act (Petersen & Lupton, 2000).
Approaches that draw on an environmental citizenship discourse which encourages
the regulation and surveillance of an individual’s environmental behaviours have
also been disputed as successful solutions to widespread ecological issues (Preston,
2012; Reiner, 2011). Reiner (2011) argues that stronger government action rather
than sporadic, individual action would be more effective at truly addressing
ecological concerns. Authority bodies such as governments and education systems,
as outlined above, promote the development of environmentally aware citizens,
which is seen perhaps as less radical than addressing ecological transformation of
industry and big business. Typically, Western, neo-liberal governments do not
encourage this more extreme change at the level of industry, as it challenges social,
political and economic structures in ways that can be far more destabilising (Petersen
& Lupton, 2000). Therefore, it can be considered much easier for state agencies such
as school based education systems to task the individual with the personal
responsibility for ‘doing their bit’, than to challenge state policy and activity.
However, shifting the responsibility for the environment onto the individual
promotes a good/bad binary that moralises environmental related behaviours and
lifestyles (Preston, 2012). Citizens can then be scrutinized as ‘good’ or ‘bad’ people
and stigmatized for not actively ‘caring’ if they don’t display environmental
citizenship behaviours (Petersen & Lupton, 2000). Shaming, judging and moralising
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the behaviours of ‘others’ in this way could limit important discussions of the
conditions of possibility for critical environmental health knowledge in HPE.
4.3.2

Neoliberal discourse and health

When neoliberal discourses are taken up in the context of health and wellbeing, we
have the foundations of what is the new public health approach (Petersen & Lupton,
2000). Manifesting in much the same way as a discourse of environmental
citizenship, new public health discourses shift ‘the responsibility for protecting the
public’s health from the state to the members of the public themselves’; individuals
are then called upon to become personally responsible for acting as ‘healthy citizens’
(Petersen & Lupton, 2000, p. 175). In this context, ‘[i]ndividuals are expected to
acquire medical knowledge’ and, as Crawford (2006, p. 402) points out, ‘the media
oblige them in devoting extensive coverage of health matters and in offering advice
on a variety of health concerns’.
Again, shifting the responsibility for health onto the individual moralises health
related behaviours and lifestyles, whereby the individual can be seen as a good/bad
health conscious citizen. Moralising health behaviours, particularly those related to
lifestyle choices and bodily control regulates how individuals may act, much in the
same way as neo-liberal discourses regulate the environmentally aware citizen.
Working on one’s body has ‘become a crucial means by which the individual can
express publicly such virtues as self-control, self discipline, self denial and willpower
– in short, those qualifications considered important to being a ‘normal’ ‘healthy’
human being’ (Petersen & Lupton, 2000, p. 25). In such a health focussed culture
and society, as Crawford (2006) points out, individual notions of ‘self’, identity and
social status become entangled with how well people see themselves and evaluate
others as succeeding or failing to adopt healthy behaviours. Crawford goes on to
argue that individuals then:
[A]ssess others by the same criteria. Accordingly, both the conventionally
understood means of achieving health and the social state of being designated
as ‘healthy’ are qualities that define the self. They become features of modern
identity. Moreover, health and the qualities of personhood associated with its
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achievement are key metaphors traversing the moral terrain of contemporary
societies. (p. 402)
Petersen and Lupton (2000) point out that, what constitutes the ‘healthy’ citizen in
the new public health discourses is largely determined by experts, such as
epidemiologists, who suggest the best ways to ‘manage’ health related behaviours.
These ‘experts’ tend to draw on Western, medicalised knowledge and characterise
other forms of knowledge as insignificant. This expert knowledge is then circulated
through institutions that seek to facilitate healthy lifestyle choices, and in line with
neoliberal discourse, constructs the ‘good’ health abiding citizen as one who is
dutiful in their diligence, self-control and hard work to maintain personal health
behaviours and practices (Petersen & Lupton, 2000). New public health discourses
assume that individuals are able to take up expert advice, and have a choice ‘in
preserving their physical capacity from the occurrence of disease’ (Petersen &
Lupton, 2000, p. 16). Petersen and Lupton (2000) point out how ‘the right to health’,
that was ‘once understood to be about access of all citizens to health care services’
has now been rephrased to mean ‘taking on personal responsibility for one’s health
by accepting and adopting the imperatives issuing forth from the state and other
health related agencies concerning the maintenance and protection of good health’
(p. 65).
New public health discourse manifests in public health promotion and policy, as seen
with agencies such as the Australian Health Promotion Association (AHPA). The
AHPA defines the role of health promotion on their website as ‘the process of
enabling people to increase control over and to improve their health’ (Australian
Health Promotion Association, 2016). The main message in the AHPA’s statement is
that improved health is resultant from the level of ‘control’ one has over one’s
behaviours, actions and body. In a similar way, messages such as this are then taken
up by organisations such as the ‘Healthy People Illawarra’ initiative, founded in
2009, as a means for addressing the prevention and control of disease in people
living within the Illawarra and Shoalhaven regions of NSW, Australia (Healthy
Illawarra, 2016). The Healthy People Illawarra initiative lists on its website the
behaviours that ‘good’ health citizens should take up to achieve health, such as being
more physically active. Again, the emphasis is on people making personal choices to
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incorporate ‘physical activity in everyday life’ (Healthy Illawarra, 2016). Citizens
are incited to exert self control, to protect themselves against diseases such as ‘heart
disease’, ‘stroke’, ‘cancer’, ‘obesity’, and ‘mental illness’ (Healthy Illawarra, 2016).
Morally, those individuals who do face such diseases are then open to being
stigmatised for not exercising enough personal control or care in their health
behaviours and practices.
Not only is the individual tasked with responsibility for personal health, but new
public health discourse also requires ‘good’ health citizens to be responsible for ‘the
greater good’. In this way, individuals are tasked with not only maintaining their own
levels of health for personal benefit, they are also encouraged to do so, so as not be a
health burden on the wider society (Petersen & Lupton, 2000). As Petersen and
Lupton (2000) suggest however, when the responsibility for health is shifted from the
state to the individual, rather than improving public health, the notions of self
discipline and self satisfaction make possible the conditions that can lead to ‘a
narcissistic preoccupation with the self’ (p. 176). The moralisation of healthy
citizenship allows for the stigmatisation of those who do not play the part of the
health conscious citizen. The use of health, they argue, as a measurement of morality
and citizenship threatens to decrease society’s tolerance for difference, promoting
inequality and discrimination. The shift to individual responsibility for health has
also created the conditions in society where there is now largely a removal from an
‘ethic of mutual obligation to care for the sick’, the elderly, or the underprivileged
(Crawford, 2006, p. 410).
As a resource for conceptualising environmental health, the problem with
neoliberalism, if it is the main set of discourses that might be turned to, is the
emphasis on individual responsibility and behaviour change, rather than addressing
structural, collective or critical responsibilities, for health and wellbeing.
4.4

Environmental and health discourses in a ‘risk’ society

One of the common effects of neoliberal discourses such as those outlined above, is
the assignment of responsibility for risks to individuals - that is, individuals are
expected to identify and manage their social and environmental risks, including those
risks related to ill health. Risk is a concept with multiple meanings, however. Beck,
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for example, defines risk as the ‘anticipation of catastrophe’ (Beck, 2009, p. 292;
Petersen & Lupton, 2000). This anticipation then serves authority bodies that are able
to utilise perceived threats to motivate groups of people to take action or change
behaviours. Beck (2000) proposes that:
Believed risks are the whip used to keep the present-day moving along at a
gallop. The more threatening the shadows that fall on the present day from a
terrible future looming in the distance, the more compelling the shock that
can be provoked by dramatizing risk today. This can be demonstrated with
the discourse on the environmental crisis. (p. 214)
According to Beck (2009), it is this anticipation of catastrophe that creates the
possibility for one of three reactions. People either ignore risk and remain in denial;
they treat the risk with a sense of indifference or apathy; or they transform
perceptions, behaviours and societies, as a shared way of thinking and responding to
possible threats (Beck, 2009). From this perspective, risk has the potential to promote
an urge to act, or change behaviour in the face of a catastrophe. As a result, Beck
argues, neoliberal governments will often use the idea of ‘risk’ and its impact on the
individual as a technique to get populations acting or changing behaviour.
4.4.1

Risk discourse and the environment

Risk discourse, as described by Beck (2009), is the platform for many dominant
environmental discourses, the most prominent being a discourse of environmental
crisis (Beck, 2000). A discourse of environmental crisis, also referred to as the
‘doomsday narrative’ (Strife, 2010), typically positions the environment as a place of
disaster, catastrophe, degradation and sickness. Petersen and Lupton (2000) argue
that, whereas pre-industrial society regarded ‘natural’ hazards such as fires, famine
and flood as random acts of pure luck, currently, a discourse of environmental crisis
suggests that environmental risks are ‘largely regarded as the outcome of human
decisions’ (p. 96). Consequently, the discourse of environmental crisis also tends to
encompass the risk of negative impacts of the environment on human health and
wellbeing. This discourse is notably evident in the calls to action and behaviour
change from leading activist organisations. The discourse of environmental crisis is
often introduced by drawing on alarming images and biodiversity statistics, evident
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for example in emotive calls to action that are posted on social media such as the
following from Greenpeace Australia Pacific, which is internationally recognised as
a leader in the campaigning for environmental issues:
Throughout the world, around one million seabirds and 100,000 marine
mammals are killed every year by plastics, either entangled and strangled or
choked and starved. We can change this, and we should. Take action today.
(Greenpeace Australia Pacific, 2014)

Figure 4-1Greenpeace Australia Pacific
Under a daily assault of headlines in the media such as the one above, the declining
health of the environment is gaining strength as an issue attracting much public
attention. Western, developed countries such as Australia are bombarded with
advertising campaigns focused on reducing climate change, taxing carbon emissions
and cleaning up polluted waterways. Mass media has ensured that the Western
citizen is highly attuned to innumerable environmental hazards. According to a
media release from the World Health Organization (2008), climate change, in
particular, is tipped to erode the foundations of human health. Australia’s deepening
ecological predicament has also been acknowledged, with the Australian
Government identifying how risks that threaten our biodiversity are of growing
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concern (Australian Government Department of Sustainability Environment Water
Population and Communities, 2010).
The authority drawn on to support the claim of environmental crisis is the Western
science knowledge system. Historically, science has been seen as ‘the mechanism by
which nature and natural processes could be predicted and controlled’ (Ewert,
Mitten, & Overholt, 2014, p. 44). As Gruenewald (2004) argues, Western scientific
knowledge has now become valued as the most significant way of thinking about
what exists in the world. Gruenewald illustrates this claim by referencing the opening
pages of David Orr’s bestselling book titled Earth in Mind. Orr’s work is heavily
drawn on in environmental circles, where he is considered a leader in ecological
education issues (Gruenewald, 2004). Orr opens his book with a ‘random sampling
of ecological horrors’ (Gruenewald, 2004, p. 89), fuelled by environmental crisis and
risk discourses. Orr draws on the authority of science to quantify the magnitude of
disaster, as exemplified in the following quote:
If today is a typical day on planet earth, we will lose 116 square miles of rain
forest, or about an acre a second. We will lose another 27 square miles to
encroaching

deserts,

the

results

of

human

mismanagement

and

overpopulation. We will lose 40 to 250 species, and no one knows whether
the number is 40 or 250. Today the human population will increase by
250,000. And today we will add 2,700 tons of chlorofluorocarbons and 15
million tons of carbon dioxide to the atmosphere. (Orr, 2004, p. 7)
Doomsday messages are a common part of the discourse of environmental crisis and
are often used to introduce and justify arguments for environmental related behaviour
change. These doomsday messages make little reference to, or acknowledge, the
research that suggests negatively driven campaigns such as these promote confusion
and eco-anxiety, environmental apathy, pessimism about environmental risks
(Madden, 1995) and even a phobia of nature (Strife, 2010). This resultant aversion to
the environment is thought to limit the development of an environmental care ethic,
which is a direct contradiction to the aims of both environmental movements by
NGOs such as Greenpeace and popular environmentalist rhetoric.
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To complicate matters, because of the prolific visibility of environmental crisis
messages in public spaces, the discourse of environmental crisis is one that elicits
equally strong reactions from those in politics whose supporters may be threatened
by such knowledge. This is evident by environmental crisis being contested by
powerful voices, such as Australia’s political leaders. For example, the current
Liberal Australian government has positioned itself in direct opposition to many of
the ‘truths’ offered up by a discourse of environmental crisis. In many cases,
politicians have deemed climate change in particular to be ‘non-existent’, despite the
scientific evidence as a ‘truth’ that supports the claim that the earth is warming as a
result of human influence. Australian government leaders have been quoted as saying
‘The climate change argument is absolute crap; however, the politics are tough for us
because 80 percent of people believe climate change is a real and present danger’
(Meredith, 2013). This Australian government position tends to be drawing on a
discourse of economics, which values growth in the economy over the possibility of
environmental crisis (Luke, 1999). This political position on environmental issues
like climate change creates a complex power/knowledge nexus, which is completely
at odds with the dominant discourse of environmental crisis. Not only are the
conditions of possibility for environmental health knowledge in HPE potentially
limited by the discourse of environmental crisis, but the casual dismissal of
environmental issues such as climate change by the state has the potential to further
undermine environmental health as an important knowledge space in HPE.
4.4.2

Risk discourse and health

Risk discourse is also the platform for many contemporary health ‘truths’, including
a discourse of ‘healthism’ (Beck, 2000; Crawford, 1980; Welch & Wright, 2011).
Healthism, according to Crawford (1980) can be best understood as ‘a form of
medicalization’, where the health conscious citizen is encouraged to be hyper aware
of inherent lifestyle dangers and risks to their health. This ‘health imperative’ can be
considered ‘a mandate to identify dangers in order to control them’ (Crawford, 2006,
p. 403). However, as Crawford (2006) also points out:
Most contemporary dangers to health, unlike an approaching epidemic, are
not immediately apparent. Disease or symptoms may not appear for years,
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even decades. Both the pervasiveness of dangers and their prolonged timespan require a medically informed, vigilant and sustained awareness – a
monitoring of the life-world for toxins, an ear turned to medical and
governmental health advisories and, increasingly, a lifelong regimen of
medical supervision. (p. 403)
The constant vigilance required to monitor one’s ‘risk’ of possible ill health then
becomes an all consuming disciplinary practice. Keeping a keen awareness of
perceived ‘threats’ to health in an attempt to control them requires the constant
referral to those considered ‘experts’ (Crawford, 2006). These experts ‘purport to
manage the uncertainty of illness and death through the identification of risk factors
– that is, factors that are deemed to be largely avoidable through the actions of
individuals’ (Gard & Wright, 2001, p. 545). Within healthism discourses, experts predominantly ‘medical and government’ advisories - then manage health
uncertainties through their expert claims to knowledge (Crawford, 2006). In other
words, medical and government institutions can be seen to promote knowledge
claims that support their ability to control health imperatives, that would otherwise
appear to be out of control (Crawford, 2006). Creating such a dependency on those
with the perceived ability to provide medicalised expert knowledge of health risks
also creates the conditions that produce high levels of fear and anxiety in society.
According to Beck (2009), this is one of the key tactics used by the state to motivate
individual behaviour change. One of the subtle techniques the state can use to
‘govern from a distance’ is found in the relationship between politics and who is
widely considered as ‘expert’ on a topic. Expertise was considered by Foucault to be
central in shifting forms of government (Leahy, 2012). As a result, dominant
government agents that inform approaches and solutions to health (and
environmental) risks are often looked to as the authority for defining health concepts
and approaches.
Gard and Wright (2001) argue, however, that such approaches are ‘counterproductive’ because they ‘exhort people to establish relationships with their body
based on fear, anxiety and guilt’ (p. 547). Within healthism discourse, individuals are
tasked with monitoring and ‘working on’ their bodies to achieve particular types of
health outcomes (Crawford, 1980; Welch & Wright, 2011). However, Crawford
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(2006) suggests that working on one’s body as a health imperative cannot actually
counteract fear about the hazards and risks of a ‘toxic society’. He states that ‘the
health-conscious individual cannot or will not keep pace with the prolific demands of
medically determined safety and cannot escape the knowledge of the gap between
what is required for health and what can be achieved’ (Crawford, 2006, p. 416).
Therefore, he argues, the fear of health risks continues, despite the best attempts at
the individual level to minimize risk exposure.
An example of one of the most prevailing health ‘risks’ currently reproduced by
healthism discourse is that of being overweight and obese. An obesity discourse,
commonly referred to in Western countries as ‘the obesity epidemic’ (Evans, 2008),
is an enduring feature of healthism that builds on a discourse of risk in a similar
manner to the discourse of environmental crisis outlined above. National health
authorities such as the World Health Organisation seem to unanimously agree that
‘obesity is a global pandemic and among the greatest health challenges facing the
planet’ (Gard, 2008, p. 489). Obesity and overweight are also closely linked to
physical activity levels of individuals, where exercising more and losing weight are
often cited as solutions for the 'epidemic' (Evans, 2008). Obesity discourse is then
taken up by government organisations, such as NSW Health, which reproduce
messages of risk and fear in an attempt to motivate individuals to change their health
behaviours, promoting practices such as ‘getting more active’ and ‘losing weight’ as
solutions. Such messages were found to dominate many of the cultural and
institutional texts identified in this study. For example, the opening page of the
‘Make Healthy Normal’ website, a NSW Government Health campaign, states:
With over half the adults in NSW overweight or obese, we are living in an
environment where being unhealthy has become normal. Just a handful of
belly fat increases risk of heart disease, cancer, stroke and type 2 diabetes.
The good news? It's never too late to make a change. We need to change
normal. We need to make healthy normal. (NSW Government Health, 2016)
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Figure 4-2 Make Healthy Normal Campaign
Critical health researchers have argued for some time that the reproduction of risk,
healthism and obesity discourses, as seen in the NSW Health initiative above, can
develop problematic ‘norms’ surrounding bodies, and also close off other ways of
knowing health, particularly as they relate to educational contexts (Gard & Leahy,
2009; Gard & Wright, 2001; Welch & Wright, 2011). However, researchers warn
that any ‘other’ ways of knowing health ‘clearly carry less weight in a context in
which healthism, underscored by the moral panic about obesity, holds sway’ (Gard &
Wright, 2001, p. 546). Rather, the dominance of these discourses and assumptions
about health set up the conditions for particular modes of state regulation. As a
result, ‘the knowledges and practices associated with these discourses exert
technologies of power which serve to classify individuals (and populations) as
normal or abnormal’, as ‘at risk and therefore requiring the intervention of the state,
in the form of the medico-health system and education’ (Gard & Wright, 2001, p.
546).
As Petersen and Lupton (2000) point out, dominant discourses such as those outlined
above, increasingly call upon individuals to simultaneously take responsibility for
their personal health and to play their part in creating a ‘healthier, more ecologically
sustainable environment’ (p. ix). However, risk discourses that are built on fear and
guilt to motivate personal behaviour change can be considered problematic,
particularly if they are the main alternative set of discourses that might be turned to
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for conceptualising environmental health education. Again, the emphasis on
individualisation fails to account for those structural, collective or critical notions of
health and wellbeing as they relate to the environment.
4.5

Tactical alliances: Intersecting discourses

Although I have identified and discussed the neoliberal and risk discourses that
currently dominate ways of knowing or understanding ‘the environment’ and ‘health,
Harwood and Rasmussen (2007, p. 35) suggest that it is also important to consider
‘what tactical alliances may have formed between different institutions or power
groups or human-scientific discourses’. Pointing to tactical alliances between
intersecting neoliberal, risk, environmental and health discourses, reveals how
multiple discourses come together to increase their power, drawing on combined
authorities to gain more momentum. Throughout the process of identifying the
dominant discourses that were available for making sense of the environment and
health, I became aware that many of these discourses were entangled in ways that
made it impossible to separate discourses of the environment and health from each
other. In this case, I was interested in identifying how some of those dominant
discourses intersect, and why might they be drawn on together.
4.5.1

Medico-scientific discourses: Prescribing ‘nature’ as medicine

One of the ways that the environment and health are entangled is through the
medicalisation of natural environments as a prescription for health and wellbeing.
The authority of medicine and science are drawn on together as a way of increasing
the power of new public health discourse, with an increasing number of scholars
calling for the prescription of ‘nature’ as a public health solution. For example,
reports such as that released by the Stanford Woods Institute for the Environment
titled: Stanford researchers find mental health prescription: Nature (Jordan, 2015),
argue that walking in natural environments yields measurable mental benefits and
may reduce the risk of depression. The report suggests if you are ‘feeling down’ just
‘take a hike’ as a prescribed solution to counter mental health issues.
Louv (2005, 2014), who is widely considered a leading proponent of human nature
relationships in Western countries such as Australia and America, also draws on the
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alliance of medico-scientific authorities in this manner. Louv’s work draws on
medicalised links between human health and the natural environment to promote the
immersion of people in natural environments or ‘green spaces’ as a remedy for
‘nature deficit disorder’, which he describes as a collection of health issues that occur
as a result of human alienation from nature. Louv carefully points out that nature
deficit disorder is not a medical diagnosis, but rather a metaphor. However, he still
continues by stating that ‘Australians are suffering from nature deficit disorder’,
drawing on medical language to pathologise a list of behavioural and physical health
‘problems’ in young people, such as obesity, ADHD and depression. He then calls
for more paediatricians and doctors to prescribe nature as the cure (Louv, 2014), very
explicitly using the medical language of ‘doses’, and ‘treatment routine’. Louv
frequently draws on research examples such as the below in his work, to support his
claim that ‘problems’ such as ADHD should be treated with a prescribed exposure to
nature:
The evidence lends credence to the possibility that children with ADHD—
more than 4 million in the United States alone—may find regular doses of
green space to be a valuable supplement to medication and behavioural
treatments. As a potential treatment routine, exposures to green space seem
feasible and even preferable for families. Administering doses of green space
by spending time in natural settings daily or weekly is relatively easy,
inexpensive, and readily accessible for most families particularly when
compared to other typical leisure activities such as visiting museums, or
participating in organised sports, dance or music lessons. Furthermore, for
managing symptoms in the evening, contact with green space would be
preferable to an evening dose of stimulant medication, which can disrupt
sleep. (Faber Taylor & Kuo, 2011, p. 300)
The prescription of nature as a preventative ‘cure’ for human ill health is emerging as
an approach that also takes up ‘positive’ and humanistic discourses. These have
considerable appeal because they emphasise the ‘human benefits’ that stand to be
gained by spending time in natural environments. This positive approach to health
promotion still draws on a neoliberal discourse that promotes self-governing citizens.
In this case, however, the approach is focussed on the notion that positive and
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informative strategies that are considered more effective at promoting behaviour
change than strategies seeking to use shock tactics to shame and guilt individuals
(Strife, 2010). This is appealing because, rather than reproducing messages of risk
and ill health, designed to promote feelings of guilt, shame and fear in society, it
draws on a ‘positive’ humanistic discourse that places strong emphasis on the
‘human benefits’ to be gained, particularly as a result of spending time in nature
(Strife, 2010).
This humanistic approach is also leveraged by new public health discourse, to
promote the message that human health and wellbeing can be positively impacted if
people regulate their behaviour and spend time in natural environments. Globally,
there is emerging research supporting measurable human benefits from spending
time in nature, that are predominantly supported by biomedical models of behaviour
(Petersen & Lupton, 2000). These are typically grouped into positive effects on
physical health and psychological wellbeing, such as, reduced stress, reduced blood
pressure, increased self esteem, improved moods, reduced anxiety, reduced mental
fatigue and improved cognitive function in children (Keniger, Gaston, Irvine, &
Fuller, 2013).
In this way, medicine is increasingly extending its ‘institutional and professional
power (medicalization), often pushing aside other institutional claims of authority’
(Crawford, 2006, p. 403). Research promoting ‘green space’ as a medical solution
can provide options for those wishing to treat health ‘problems’ – particularly as an
alternative means to medication and pharmacological intervention, that may
otherwise produce serious side effects (Faber Taylor & Kuo, 2011). Ironically, at the
same time, this approach tends to use the language of medicine and prescription to
appeal, and to gain credibility. However, the medicalization of human relationships
with

nature

largely

neglects

spaces

for

social,

cultural

and

spiritual

conceptualisations to emerge. Particularly for sociological researchers, the major
concern with the over-medicalization of health has been the intense focus placed on
individual, biomedical and pharmaceutical ‘solutions’ to health problems that ignores
a wider view of the social context often underpinning complex health issues (Conrad
& Barker, 2010). For example, in the case of mental health, rather that critiquing the
socially constructed complex meanings and stigma often attached to being medically
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diagnosed with a mental health ‘issue’, the medicalized and clinical intervention is
often seen as the quick fix, logical solution – where the individual is tasked with
responsibility for self managing. While this new public health discourse ultimately is
aimed at ‘bettering’ human health and wellbeing, it is still heavily underpinned by a
neoliberal discourse that is individualistic and largely unconcerned with the health
status of natural environments. Even though ‘green spaces’ might be positively
framed as part of the solution to health ‘problems’, the individual is held responsible
for embracing the required actions and behaviours deemed essential for health and
wellbeing. Individuals are encouraged to see ‘green spaces’ and natural environments
as a prescription, a means to an end, which reduces nature to a resource to promote
human health.
As some critical scholars have pointed out (Crawford, 1980, 2006; Welch & Wright,
2011), this individualised approach also makes the self managing of health seem like
a logical choice. It assumes access to resources, including access to green spaces, to
nature, is equally available to all. This prescription of nature fails to acknowledge the
burdens of low-income households, where:
For single, financially constrained, and geographically (and often racially)
segregated families, taking children outside or travelling to designated nature
areas can be difficult. Moreover, these activities frequently require an
element of physical and social access; even if one does have the resources,
people of colour, women, and youth may not have the same kind of safety in
their access. (Dickinson, 2013, p. 322)
Unfortunately, we don’t exist in a society where individuals have equal access to
opportunities and resources. The question then presents itself, how can those with
fewer resources make the same decisions as those who are more privileged? As
highlighted by Petersen and Lupton (2000, p. 100), many ‘citizenship’ discourses
such as that promoted by the new public health, give ‘little or no recognition of
social differences such as gender, ethnicity, age, or of physical or economic capacity
to engage in the suggested activities’. A similar critique is presented by Dickinson
(2013, p. 315), who states that authors such as Richard Louv, who prescribe nature as
the easy ‘solution’ to health problems such as ‘nature deficit disorder’, are actually
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perpetuating what is a ‘problematic contemporary environmental discourse that can
obscure and mistreat the problem’.
4.5.2

‘Co-benefit’ discourses: Solving environmental and health ‘problems’

A ‘co-benefits’ discourse, which promotes ‘win-win’ strategies that simultaneously
support both environmental and ‘other’ equally valued rationales - such as health (Miyatsuka & Zusman, 2010), is experiencing significant growth, emerging as a
popular idea currently grounding research and policy. A co-benefits approach
requires capturing intended, positive effects for the environment and for health,
typically in a single measure or policy (Miyatsuka & Zusman, 2010). Environmental
and health discourses are an example of how multiple discourses come together to
increase their power, drawing on the combined medico-scientific authorities to gain
more momentum. For example, healthism and obesity discourses are now shifting
into the environmental arena by drawing on environmental risk discourse. This shift
encourages individuals to spend more time in ‘green spaces’ or nature, as an ideal
solution to getting citizens more physically active (in a move to address obesity),
while at the same time helping to ‘save the planet’ (from risk and crisis such as
climate change).
For example, research such as Adaptation and Solution: The Built Environment,
Climate Change, and Health: Opportunities for Co-Benefits, presents the current
evidence and potential co-benefits of personal practices, as well as illustrating how
environmental strategies can minimize the effects of climate change and
simultaneously address risks to public health (Younger, Morrow-Almeida, Vindigni,
& Dannenberg, 2008). The authors suggest that:
Transportation, the largest end-use consumer of energy, affects human health
directly through air pollution and subsequent respiratory effects, as well as
indirectly through physical activity behaviour. (Younger et al., 2008, p. 517)
Research such as that described above, manifests in policy and guidelines such as
The Co-Benefits of Physical Activity, an online resource developed by the Australian
Government Western Australia, promoted on the ‘be active WA: Physical Activity
Taskforce’ webpage (Government of Western Australia, 2015). This resource draws
79

on notions and language of of reducing ‘risk’ to state that ‘there are significant health
and environment and sustainability benefits to be gained when members of the
community are more physically active’, as highlighted in the text below:

Figure 4-3 Co-benefits Environment and Health List
The World Health Organisation can also be seen to draw on the co-benefits
discourse, releasing a report as part of the WHO’s Health in the Green Economy
series, that describes how many climate change measures can be ‘win-wins’ for
people and also the planet (World Health Organization, 2011). The report suggests
that policies aligned with a co-benefits approach can not only improve the health of
people, but also assist in adapting to climate change ‘as evidenced by more extreme
storms, flooding, drought and heatwaves’ (World Health Organization, 2011, p. v).
The report argues strongly for the co-benefits approach to be taken up by policy
makers, suggesting that ‘better health outcomes are of vital interest to the health
sector and health policy-makers. Local, national and international policies can
protect the natural environment while also improving public health and health care
services’. They specify that implementing the strategies and policies identified in the
report means ‘win-win’ outcomes for public transport, for individual health, and even
broader costs to society:
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WHO has undertaken considerable work on “healthy transport” measures
such as active transport (walking and cycling) and better urban planning
based upon low-emissions public transport systems. This document looks at
how such healthy strategies can be implemented through mitigation policies.
Mitigation strategies could not only reduce the risks of transport, but also
promote health-enhancing environments that, for example, could facilitate
healthy physical activity. Many such strategies can save considerably in
health care costs, particularly in the costs of soaring non-communicable
diseases, including cardiovascular disease, hypertension, cancers and a range
of obesity-related diseases. (World Health Organization, 2011, p. vi)
Strife (2010), who also draws on a ‘co-benefits’ discourse, argues for an increased
focus to be drawn to the ‘human benefits’ aspects of environmental education, which
traditionally has been more concerned with the management of environments. Strife
(2010) supports this position by pointing out how the American Public Health
Association (APHA) through its linking of obesity, physical activity, safety and
environmental crisis is able to advance the argument that health gains are made easy
for the environmentally responsible citizen:
The APHA is now linking obesity mitigation strategies to climate change
solutions by showing the co-benefits of reducing obesity related illness
through reducing CO2 emissions. Spearheading the co-benefits approach is
Dr Frumkin who is the Director of the Centre for Disease Control’s Centre
for Environmental Health. He argues that ‘a simple intervention like walking
to school is a climate change intervention, an obesity intervention, a diabetes
intervention, a safety intervention’. (Strife, 2010, pp. 2-3)
The argument espoused by the co-benefits approach is very persuasive as it enlists a
wide range of key stakeholders with investments in both health and the environment.
These two discourses work together to constitute what appears to be a simple and
useful ‘truth’, where solutions are offered to two problems as a kind of cost benefit.
However, I would argue that the suggestion that walking to school can be packaged
as an easy ‘one-stop-shop’ to combat obesity, safety and environmental problems
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take no account of notions that go beyond individual responsibility, or of the
complexity of the environmental health space.
The ‘simple intervention’ of making children walk to school firstly, makes certain
assumptions about this even being a geographic possibility, and second, it fails to
acknowledge the extensive research linking notions of ‘the environment’ and
children’s perceived capacity for independence (Heelan et al., 2008; Sweeney & Von
Hagen, 2016). Recent research indicates that parents are hesitant to allow their
children to walk unassisted to and from school, with common perceptions of being
too time restricted, or for fear of personal safety (Heelan et al., 2008; Oluyomi et al.,
2014; Sweeney & Von Hagen, 2016). Failure to engage with existing barriers to such
a ‘simple intervention’, amplified by the lack of critical or complex thinking, only
raises scepticism about the success of taking up such initiatives.
Of further concern, critical health researchers argue that reproducing obesity
discourse in many contexts has been found to develop problematic norms
surrounding bodies, which has been categorised as a ‘dangerous’ practice that
promotes feelings of ‘guilt, shame and self surveillance’ (Welch & Wright, 2011, p.
200). Environmental education researchers such as Russell, Cameron, Socha, and
McNinch (2013) also critically explore the ‘coming together’ of obesity discourses
within contexts of environmental crisis. In their paper titled: ‘Fatties Cause Global
Warming’: Fat Pedagogy and Environmental Education, the authors point to the
ways that both the media, and environmental education research, can often be found
to ‘gleefully endorse the notion that fat people are responsible for climate change’ (p.
27). They argue that the unquestioned ‘taking up’ of these entangled discourses
within environmental education, is resulting in the moralisation of bodies, such that
‘fat people are now being demonized in environmental circles’ (p. 27). The authors
continue by arguing that in environmental education, there is a relatively nonexistent body of research related to bodies and their size, and that environmental
education as a field largely reproduces notions of ‘fit’ and ‘able’ bodies, which only
serves to reinforce the effects of dominant obesity discourse. They call for a wider
scholarly critique of how obesity and environmental discourses are coming together
in environmental education, and point to the problematic nature of justifying the
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place of environmental education in schooling through (co-benefits) narratives that
link environmental crisis and obesity related outcomes (Russell et al., 2013).
4.5.3

The child in nature movement: The ‘problem’ of the urbanised child

An increase in urban living, what some researchers are now referring to as
experiences of ‘grey space’ (Africa et al., 2014), and technologically enhanced
lifestyles have been attributed with causing ill health, particularly among children.
According to advocates of ‘the child in nature’ movement, such as Louv (2005),
‘illnesses’ such as nature deficit disorder are the consequence of a loss of connection
with nature through living in urban, manufactured cities. The child in nature
movement has gathered considerable momentum in Western countries such as
Australia and America, linking anxieties over the ‘proliferation’ of child and youth
health issues with a loss of ‘connection’ to nature experienced by many urbanised
young people. The child in nature movement often draws on multiple discourses,
such as these, to position children as a ‘problem’ to be fixed – a group who are
‘lacking’ in development, health, movement skills, social skills, and environmental
connection (Louv, 2005). As a consequence, a flood of cross disciplinary research
has ensued, offering a logical solution to this ‘problem’, by reconnecting children
and young people to natural environments, again, with physical and psychological
health benefits often cited as one of the major draw cards (Cleaver, 2007; Kimbell,
Schuhmann, & Brown, 2009; Kruger et al., 2010; Louv, 2005; Schneider, 2015).
Discourses circulating within the child in nature movement have also been taken up
by policy makers and institutions, often combining with discourses associated with
‘the rights of the child’. For example, there have been mounting international
discussions, such as those presented by the Terre des Hommes International
Federation (2016) to the United Nations Committee on the Rights of the Child in
2016. Advocating for the right of the child to a healthy environment, the Foundation
proposes that:
Environmental degradation, including harm from climate change, is one of
the pressing human rights challenges facing humanity in the twenty-first
century. We are failing to safeguard the environment, and the result is that we
are contributing to major violations of human rights to life, health, food,
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water, and housing, among others. Children suffer a disproportionate share of
the burden, because they are still developing and are very vulnerable to
environmental damage. They will also face the long term consequences.
(Terre des Hommes International Federation, 2016)
The proposal draws heavily on scientific statistics and discourses of crisis and risk to
justify the position that environmental degradation is an offence against human
rights, particularly those of children. This is evident in the opening rationale of the
discussion paper, which states:
While the impact of environmental harm affects people everywhere it is
disproportionately borne by children. Nearly one-third of the 6.6 million
under-5 child deaths every year are associated with environment-related
causes and conditions. (Terre des Hommes International Federation, 2016)
Once again, while advocating for the rights of children to a healthy environment,
drawing on discourses of risk and crisis creates the conditions of possibility that
shape the ways that children might identify or relate to these concepts, with the same
problematic effects that were identified earlier in this chapter. At the same time,
Richard Louv, who is the co-founder of the Children & Nature Network
(www.childrenandnature.org) has for some time, also been advocating for the rights
of children to a healthy environment. In 2015 he proposed that:
We must do more than talk about the importance of nature; we must ensure
that children in every kind of neighbourhood have everyday access to natural
spaces, places, and experiences. To make that happen, this truth must become
evident: we can truly care for nature and ourselves only if we see ourselves
and nature as inseparable, only if we love ourselves as part of nature, only if
we believe that our children have a right to the gifts of nature undestroyed.
(Louv, 2015)
In addition, government bodies are also becoming implicated in the child in nature
movement, such as in the State of Texas, America, which recently approved a bill
titled ‘The Austin Children’s Outdoor Bill of Rights’ (City of Austin Parks and
Recreation, 2017). The bill proposed a vested interest in all children having ‘the
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opportunity to connect with the natural world and help create the next generation of
environmental stewards who will conserve Austin’s quality outdoor space’ (City of
Austin Parks and Recreation, 2017). Specifically, the bill supports the right of every
child to; ‘climb a tree, catch a fish, picnic in a park, hike a trail, ride a bike, splash in
the creek or river, discover plants and wildlife, play in the sand and mud, gaze at the
night sky, chase a firefly, plant a seed and watch it grow, and harvest and eat a fruit
or vegetable’ (City of Austin Parks and Recreation, 2017). Advocating for children’s
rights to healthy natural environments, and opportunities for them to connect with the
natural world, is a potential movement that could enable educators to justify the
position of environmental health to be included in schooling in Australia. However,
it is important not to lose sight of the need for a critical lens when drawing on this
movement as a resource, particularly those sources that might solely align with
discourses of risk and crisis.
The child in nature movement has also spurred the rise of ‘nature based education’
initiatives that involve children spending much of their schooling time in ‘the
outdoors’. These initiatives are becoming particularly popular in the early childhood
years of schooling, where there is usually less curriculum restriction than in primary
and secondary public education (Depenbrock, 2017). An increase in predominantly
private and independent ‘forest schools’ (also referred to as ‘nature schools’) is
becoming increasingly evident across Western developed countries such as America,
and to a lesser extent, Australia (Depenbrock, 2017). Cumming and Nash (2015),
drawing on the UK context, refer to forest schooling as an ‘educational approach to
learning facilitated through outdoor experiences that commence in the school
grounds and then progress to local bushland or parkland settings’ (p. 297). They
argue that forest school approaches are now being taken up in the Australian context,
within new interpretations such as ‘bush’ schooling. For example, Cumming and
Nash (2015) point to a ‘bush’ primary school in Western Australia, that is developing
a sense of belonging and a sense of place in local children. Drawing inspiration from
European forest school initiatives, Westgarth Kindergarten in Victoria, has also
implemented a ‘Bush Kinder’ program, designed to introduce children to their local
parklands area, and to inspire an innovative approach to preschool provision in
Australia (Elliott & Chancellor, 2014). These examples are indicative of the growing
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trend for some Australian schools to develop approaches that strongly relate to their
‘local’ outdoor environments, which are often justified by citing discourses that are
closely aligned to the child in nature movement (Cumming & Nash, 2015).
However, these schools, and the child in nature movement as a whole, are not
without their critics. Access to private, nature based education can be a highly
exclusive and expensive experience. According to Depenbrock (2017), there is a
concern that the private schools in particular, can become accessible only to those
who can afford it, and they are often implemented uncritically. Some researchers
have also pointed to the ways that the child in nature movement, and therefore the
founding philosophy of many nature based education initiatives, draws on
‘anthropocentric thinking’ (Malone, 2015; Rautio, 2013). This thinking is
underpinned by three dominant assumptions: first, the assumption that human
societies used to be ‘closer to’ and more in tune with nature, second, our current
lifestyles are unnatural and disconnected from nature, and third, proximity to nature
is a thing that needs to be learned (Malone, 2015; Rautio, 2013). According to
Malone (2015), these assumptions reinforce a human/nature binary where humans
are considered not to be nature, and nature is then positioned as the ‘other’.
On the basis of her research in the slums of La Paz, Malone (2015), in a recent turn
to post-humanist research, theorizes child-nature encounters, critiquing the dominant
discourse that the child in nature is always a good, healthy and restorative thing:
Theorizing through a lens that seeks to de-center the human and disrupt
the idyllic view of child in nature, I have revealed nature–child relations
are messy and complex, rather than simply restorative and idealistic. In
the process, I am not attempting to disregard the work of the child in
nature movement or nature education but merely challenge the simplicity
of

slogans

that

potentially

support

anthropocentrism

and

the

exceptionalism of humans (nature exists solely as a restorative ‘resource’
for unnatured, disconnected children). (p. 15)
Malone (2015) argues that romanticising the relationship and connections between
young people and the environment, particularly with the nostalgic view that past
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generations had a better, more authentic connection to the environment, neglects the
political complexities of current and past environmental tensions. In the quote below,
she points to how:
Within a utopian white middle-class America, the experiences of children
in less developed nations (or in disadvantaged communities in first world
countries) who grow up next to high polluting industries, busy highways,
and degraded landscapes are rendered invisible. (p. 3)
Furthermore, Dickinson (2013, p. 322) argues that the current child in nature
movement idealizes past environmentalists, predominantly men, such as John Muir,
Aldolf Leopold and Thoreau, that offer ‘predominately White, male, and Western
perspectives. The desire, then, appears to be to return to a ‘normal’, particularly
White, middle class, male, heterosexual cultural past that obscures race, class, and
gender politics’.
In the context of this thesis, which seeks to identify the conditions of possibility for
environmental health within HPE, the child in nature movement has some potential
and value, and would be an easy resource for HPE teachers to draw on. However, the
theorizing and critique provided by researchers such as Malone (2015) and
Dickinson (2013) highlight not only the potential for expanding environmental health
knowledges when challenging taken for granted assumptions about children and
young people in nature, but also some of the problematic effects of taking up this
movement without exposing it to a critical lens.
4.5.4

‘Environmental health’ discourses

Finally, the alliance of risk, neoliberal, environmental and health discourses come
together in some shape or form in an overarching ‘environmental health’ discourse.
A web search for the term ‘environmental health’ provides multiple hits in the
scientific literature documenting the toxic effects the environment can have on
human health and wellbeing (Coutts, Forkink, & Weiner, 2014; Gehle, Crawford, &
Hatcher, 2011; Gregory, 1991). An example of this perspective is the work by
Hilgenkamp (2006) on environmental health that details how human activities impact
the environment, which then negatively influences the health of all. Drawing on risk
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discourse and medical/scientific perspectives, Hilgenkamp (2006, p. 19) outlines the
‘effects of various agents on health, assessing risk to human health, and applying
ecological principles to minimize or control short term and long term effects on
humans’. This type of scientific enquiry considers the physical environment to be a
key determinant of human health, however, it does not usually take into account the
positive, social or symbiotic relationship between the environment and people
(Coutts et al., 2014).
In 1999 the World Health Organisation (WHO), one of the leading authorities on
environmental health knowledge, stated in their Principles for Public Policy
document that:
Good health and wellbeing require a clean and harmonious environment in
which physical, social and aesthetic factors are all given their due importance.
The environment should be regarded as a resource for improving living
conditions and increasing wellbeing. (WHO, as cited in Petersen & Lupton,
2000, p. 1)
This definition has evolved however, with the World Health Organization now
defining ‘environmental health’ in 2014 as:
All the physical, chemical, and biological factors external to a person, and all
the related factors impacting behaviours. It encompasses the assessment and
control of those environmental factors that can potentially affect health. It is
targeted

towards

preventing disease

and

creating health-supportive

environments. This definition excludes behaviour not related to environment,
as well as behaviour related to the social and cultural environment, and
genetics. (World Health Organization, 2014)
The World Health Organization definition of environmental health in 2014 sets up
meanings of environmental health that are predominantly focussed on ‘assessing and
controlling’ the risks of environmental exposure to human health and wellbeing. The
references to a ‘clean’, ‘harmonious’ and ‘aesthetic’ environment for the purpose of
health and wellbeing have been removed, and although the recent definition targets
‘health-supportive environments’ it then continues by also excluding any behaviours
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related to the ‘social and cultural environment’. This definition, found on the WHO
website, is supported by publications and news documents providing general and
technical information related to environmental health, with titles such as: Seven
Million Premature Deaths Annually Linked to Air Pollution; Global Report on
Fukushima Nuclear Accident Details Health Risks; and 2.4 Billion People Will Lack
Improved Sanitation in 2015 (World Health Organization, 2014). A second, similar
definition of environmental health is presented by the Australian Government
Department of Health (AGDH). The AGDH initially cites the 2014 WHO definition
of Environmental Health, and builds on this by adding:
Environmental health involves those aspects of public health concerned with
the factors, circumstances, and conditions in the environment or surroundings
of humans that can exert an influence on health and well-being.
Environmental health provides the basis of public health. Improvements in
sanitation, drinking water quality, food safety, disease control, and housing
conditions have been central to the significant improvement in quality of life
and longevity experienced over the last hundred years. Environmental health
practice addresses emerging health risks arising from the pressures that
human development places on the environment. (Australian Government
Department of Health, 2014)
Both the WHO and AGDH definitions draw heavily on the kinds of risk and
neoliberal discourses described earlier in this chapter to define relationships between
environments and health. The WHO definition sets up an understanding that is
predominantly focussed on ‘assessing’ and ‘controlling’ the one way negative flow
of impacts from environments to human health, whereas the AGDH explicitly states
that environmental health is predominantly about addressing health risks to humans,
arising from human pressure on the environment.
Although these definitions might have contributed to recognising environmental
health issues globally, I argue that these definitions have effects for the ways we
think about the relationship between health and the environment. Like many other
areas of the environment and health in the twenty first century, they adopt a risk
based approach that constructs the environment as a source of risk for the
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identification of patterns of human disease and illness. Neither the 2014 WHO nor
the AGDH option proposes a strong relationship between the environment and health
that might actually be beneficial to human health and wellbeing, nor do these
definitions mention the health of environments as being any explicit priority in its
own right.
As previously argued modern ‘environmental health’ can be considered a product of
science and medicine. Therefore, a close consideration was required of the
relationship between ‘the environment’ and ‘health’ as a medico-scientific
technology that constructs and makes possible certain truths. The two definitions of
environmental health previously outlined, draw heavily on science as the authority
informing what is ‘true’ and significant. When these definitions are then
recontextualised in global and local policies (such as education systems), they can
have powerful effects and take hold in public spaces, establishing approaches,
knowledge and ‘norms’. However, alternative conceptualisations of environmental
health are available outside the boundaries set by the WHO and AGDH and have
emerged across both time and discipline.
For example, in contrast to a risk based approach to ‘environmental health’, there is a
much smaller body of literature which encourages those in the medical and scientific
professions to move ‘beyond toxicity’ in imagining the relationship between human
health and the natural environment. This literature argues for a move away from
teaching about environmental health in ways that centre ‘on the hazardous effects of
various environmental exposures, such as toxic chemicals, radiation and biological
and physical agents’ (Frumkin, 2001, p. 234), to recognize that some types of
environmental exposures may have positive effects on human health (Coutts et al.,
2014). For example, Frumkin (2001, p. 234) argues that ‘[a]ccording to E.O.
Wilson’s “biophilia” hypothesis, humans are innately attracted to other living
organisms’ and as such, the focus in medicine should not only acknowledge that
environmental exposures can threaten health, but also consider the ways in which
contact with nature can enhance health. As outlined earlier in this chapter, this
‘positive’ approach to environmental health is most often linked to the psychological
benefits of spending time in natural environments, such as reduced anxiety and
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depression, or increases in mental restoration, revitalisation and tranquillity
(Johansson, Hartig, & Staats, 2011).
An ‘ecosystem approach’ has also been proposed in related scholarship, as a more
comprehensive way of viewing environmental health, and one that benefits
communities rather than just individual people. Sauvé and Godmaire (2004) define
an ecosystem approach as one that deals ‘with the life systems of a given milieu in a
comprehensive manner [taking] into consideration its many diverse components and
the dynamics between and among them’ (p. 37). From this perspective, human
communities are viewed as equally of value as ‘other’ more-than-human
communities, and are ‘[A]n integral part of, and interact with, the ecosystems that
make up their environment’ (p. 37). At the same time, the authors point out that:
[Q]uite apart from their usefulness to humans for production, consumption,
and absorption of waste, life systems have inherent value and are thus worthy
of conservation or restoration. More particularly, the ecosystem approach, as
applied to human health issues, seeks to understand the linkages between
human health and environmental conditions with the aim of promoting
community health, which is bound up closely with ecosystem health. (p. 37)
The ecosystem approach has been taken up recently in research and in the media, as
can be seen in the example below from The Guardian:
As humans we are dependent on the healthy functioning of ecosystems in
innumerable ways, from the biological mechanisms operating in our
bodies to the pollination of our crops. We need ecosystems of enormous
complexity to maintain our climate or air quality and to regulate soil
fertility. (Lucas, 2012 - The Guardian)
However, from the critical perspective adopted in this thesis, the ecosystem approach
is situated predominantly within a rational, positivist paradigm that focuses heavily
on measurable ‘cause and effect’ relationships (Sauvé & Godmaire, 2004). Sauvé
and Godmaire (2004) argue that focussing only on a simple cause-effect relationship
is of limited value, as it neglects the more abstract complexities within environmental
health relations. Some researchers have instead called for a rationality beyond a
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systemic ecosystem approach; one that approaches reality as part of a holistic
perspective that highlights other ‘creative, intuitive, symbolic and experiential ways
of apprehending the world’ (Sauvé & Godmaire, 2004, p. 37). This would be a
rationality that considers ‘real beings, subjectivity, affectivity, and life: It must allow
place for myths, for emotion, for love; it must include culture and politics in its
understanding of natural processes’ (Sauvé & Godmaire, 2004, p. 37). Some of these
notions will be explored further in the ‘Silenced and Subjugated Knowledges’
section of this chapter.
4.6

Reflecting on the dominant discourses

When neoliberal and risk discourses are the predominant ways of understanding the
environment and health, and the relationship between them, individuals are
encouraged to see themselves as constantly ‘at risk’ and needing to monitor their
environmental and health conduct to minimise risk exposure. When these discourses
are then translated into HPE, the ‘certainty’ of crisis, catastrophe and ill health has
the potential to open up particular kinds of possibilities, but also close down other
ways of knowing environmental health. As Beck (2009) suggests, the moral panic
that is encouraged by the idea of an environmental crisis encourages individuals to be
self surveillant, in order to transform perceptions, behaviours and societies, as a
shared way of thinking and responding to possible threats. In this way, risk is used as
a form of governmentality to regulate the conduct of people in relation to
environmental and health behaviours. Citizens can then be scrutinized as ‘good’ or
‘bad’ people and stigmatized for not actively ‘caring’ if they don’t display
environmental and health citizenship behaviours (Petersen & Lupton, 2000).
Shaming, judging and moralising the behaviours of ‘others’ in this way could have
adverse effects for how students take up ideas associated with environmental health,
limiting the conditions of possibility for critical environmental health knowledge in
HPE.
Additionally, neoliberal approaches that promote ‘good citizenship’, as Gruenewald
(2004) suggests, often neglect to rectify tensions that exist between human
relationships with economic development and ecological issues. Even when care for
the environment is promoted as an objective, it is often underpinned by an
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assumption that all individuals have already reconciled any personal responsibilities
to others (Gruenewald, 2004). In the few cases where environmental citizenship is
linked to human citizenship and health, it tends to be in ways that still marginalise
environmental spaces and the disadvantaged, neglecting broader social differences
and the politics of ‘the environment’ and ‘health’. As a condition of possibility for
‘doing’ environmental health in HPE, these dominant discourses derive authority
from popular, scholarly, medico-scientific and governmental support, which have the
potential to be taken up without consideration for any effects and consequences.
Much of what is driving these discourses is underpinned by ‘truths’ generated in the
context of Western, medicalised and scientific knowledge. In the context of HPE, a
site already saturated with medico-scientific discourses (Welch, 2013), the
medicalization of health evidenced in neoliberal and risk health discourses, could
potentially foster meanings of environmental health that authorise and validate social
practices that ignore the spiritual, ‘social, economic, political and deeper cultural
aspects’ of human relationships with nature (Gruenewald, 2004, p. 73). As a starting
point to address the absences of such ideas in discussions of environmental health, in
the next section, I look to ‘other’ possibilities for understanding ‘environmental
health’ that are rarely evident in institutional and popular texts concerned with the
‘environment’, ‘health’ and their relationship.
4.7

Silenced and subjugated knowledges

In this section of the chapter, I describe what I propose are some examples of
silenced and subjugated environmental health knowledges. Harwood and Rasmussen
(2007) suggest that ‘wherever there are dominating knowledges the genealogist can
find buried discourse’ (p. 43). To help to make visible ‘buried discourses’,
Gruenewald (2004) encourages us to ask, what is not fore-grounded and what
remains in the margins of a field? A consideration of subjugated knowledges affords
less institutionalised understanding of environmental health, beyond those
knowledges that are privileged. Subjugated knowledges can provide a means of
thinking about environmental health that counters some of the problematic effects of
discourses associated with the pathologising effects of risk, crisis and blame.
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While there are likely to be many forms of knowledge that are rarely heard and offer
alternative conditions of possibility for thinking about the connections between the
environment and health, I have chosen to focus on two overarching categories of
discourse: those which espouse a spiritual connection with nature; and those which
draw on Indigenous connections to Country. While not exclusive as far as subjugated
environmental health knowledges go, these two categories of discourse were selected
because they already have a presence in Australian curricula and arguably have
direct relevance and links to health education curriculum. Spiritual health is one
component of health education that is commonly touched on (although usually very
briefly) in schooling, and Indigenous perspectives have become a core crosscurriculum priority area for teachers to address in all KLAs including HPE.
The tendency for spiritual and Indigenous knowledge to be disregarded as ‘other’
knowledge and not as significant as medico-scientific knowledge presents a
challenge in highlighting how they can be recognised for educational value in HPE.
However, here I pause to think back to the earlier discussion at the beginning of this
chapter, of how certain discourses have emerged, re-emerged, and faded over time,
depending on the priorities in society at any given point in history. For me, this
provides a measure of hope that discourses that are currently subjugated might
eventually gain some prominence. By naming them and considering them as
conditions of possibility in this thesis, I am hoping to contribute to this process,
encouraging such discourses to be recognised within environmental health
conversations.
4.7.1

Spiritual discourses, the environment and health

Throughout this section I turn to the work of Petersen and Lupton (2000) for
inspiration. Petersen and Lupton (2000) in their discussion of dominant and silenced
discourses of the environment and health identify spiritual discourses as alternatives
to the medico-scientific. While the dominant discourses tend to draw on scientific
and Western knowledge systems as the supporting authority for their claims, spiritual
discourses tend to draw on Eastern knowledge systems, long standing cultural beliefs
about the environment and health, and the embodied, affective and sensory
relationships between humans and nature. Such spiritual relationships between
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humans and nature are often valued as affective connections that tend to privilege the
‘emotion and feeling over reasoning, the rural over the urban, the natural over the
artificial’ (Petersen & Lupton, 2000, p. 104). Spiritual discourses often position
nature as a sentimental entity, or a largely ‘benign’ entity. In this context the
conceptualisation of nature is that of absolute normalcy and good health; the
wilderness is a place to be revered as ‘pure’ (Petersen & Lupton, 2000, p. 104).
Some spiritual discourses are fuelled by ‘neo-pagan’ knowledge, particularly in the
case of followers of ‘nature based religion’, such as those who who view landscapes
as sacred sites that are linked to human spirituality (Butler, 2003, p. 30). Often, this
neo-pagan discourse portrays nature as being separate from humans, where all things
natural are ‘good’ and ‘pure’, and those that are manmade are ‘bad’ or immoral.
Petersen and Lupton (2000) suggest that a turn to such spiritual discourses of the
environment and health could be an attempt to find answers to questions where none
existed in the scientific/Western lines of thought. The authors also contend that
although neo-pagan discourse seems to be drawn on as an alternative to Western
science as ‘truth’ discourse, it still seems to be a Western concept, which in its
contemporary form draws on an eclectic assemblage of traditionally non-Western
religions including Hinduism, Buddhism, and Wicca.
Petersen and Lupton (2000) also provide the example of scholars who have argued
for health education to incorporate a stronger spiritual perspective, defined as ‘an
intuitive perception of the universe’ and of ‘all its inhabitants as being of one fabric’
(Petersen & Lupton, 2000, p. 107). The authors cite an article by Money (1992) from
a British health education journal as an example of the call for such an integration,
asserting that for humans, our health depends on understanding the natural world
around us, and a recognition of ‘the sacredness of the land’ (p. 107). This position
speaks to what modern HPE texts might refer to as the spiritual dimension of health,
defined as ‘a positive sense of belonging, meaning and purpose in life. It includes
values and beliefs that influence the way people live, and can be influenced by an
individual’s connection to themselves, others, nature and beyond’ (Australian
Curriculum Assessment & Reporting Authority, 2016c).
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Spiritual discourses are also evident in environmental and health approaches that
draw on Christian principles of faith and pastoral care. For example, in his writings,
environmentalist John Muir often described his deeply spiritual connection with
nature. He believed that nature was a primary source revealing the character of God,
and often referred to the ‘freedom’ experienced when a spiritual connection with
nature was nurtured (Ewert et al., 2014). Some scholars (although not all agree)
suggest, however, that the Christian faith generally supports a belief that humans are
given the responsibility to act as ‘custodians of creation’ with a God given
responsibility of stewardship over the environment (Hope & Jones, 2014). Hope and
Jones (2014) argue that Christian values also portray an anthropocentric stance to
environmental care, viewing environmental quality as a provider of human health
and welfare. Ultimately, this desire to reside over, or ‘care’ for the environment has
been critiqued as being a very human centred way of thinking, where humans
consider it their right (or their privileged position) and responsibility to be
‘guardians’ over nature, rather than being in balance or harmony with nature (Hope
& Jones, 2014).
Some forms of ecofeminism also provide alternative ways of thinking about the
relationship between nature, the body and well-being. Sydee and Beder (2001)
describe how, as a ‘movement’, ecofeminism was established to challenge both the
domination of woman and nature. Spiritually oriented ecofeminists ‘seek to celebrate
women and their association with nature as a source of strength, power and virtue’
(p. 1). Sydee and Beder (2001) argue that re-establishing the broken connection
between humans and nature and modelling communities on the patterns and webs of
natural systems has ‘vast political and structural implications, and in itself, is
inherently spiritual’ (p. 1). Ecofeminists drawing on spiritual and neo-pagan
discourses, support the ‘truth’ that the worship of nature as a spiritual divinity will
result in all humans living a healthy, harmonious, ecological way of life.
Discourses that place an emphasis on spiritual connections to nature are, however,
widely criticised for being romanticised and utopian notions (Petrucci, 2002).
Conceptualisations of environmental health that draw on spiritual discourse are
typically at odds with Western science. A level of scepticism is often encountered
toward the authenticity of the ‘mystical’ spiritual realm, as it may fall outside the
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comfort zone of Western knowledge systems (Petrucci, 2002). Ecofeminism, for
example, can be seen as promoting a social ideal where humans and natural
environments exist harmoniously together. This conceptualisation has been critiqued
for being unhelpful and highly oversimplified. Tøllefsen (2011) for example, has
cautioned that ‘Non-Western religio-cultural traditions are easy to romanticize’ (p.
94). Ecofeminists have also been criticised for the often explicit manner with which
it is assumed by proponents that all women are inherently conservational, life
enhancing, equity seeking, spiritual beings (Tøllefsen, 2011).
However, I would argue that any pitfalls in spiritual ecofeminism or other spiritual,
new age approaches are worth navigating and should not deter us from recognising
the significant interplay of spirituality, nature and wellbeing when bringing a critical
perspective to the conditions of possibility for environmental health in HPE. Rather,
I would argue that the absence of any discussion of these issues in relation to
environmental health education, and particularly, within the HPE field requires
acknowledgement. Spiritual discourses have the potential to draw our attention to the
embodied, affective and sensory capacities that link issues of health and the
environment together, and to ignore these is to limit the possibilities for
environmental health education in classrooms.
Further examples of spiritual discourses that are taken up more widely as cultural
practices are the Scandinavian concept of ‘Friluftsliv’ and the Japanese concept of
‘Shinrin-yoku’. These concepts and the practices associated with them draw on
spiritual discourses that connect health, wellbeing and nature. Friluftsliv, loosely
translates in the English language as ‘open air life’ and refers to the driving goal of
seeking out the tonic of nature, to let nature seep into one’s bones, for rest and
regaining of health (Ewert et al., 2014). Typically, friluftsliv involves people going
out of doors for a walk in nature, either on their own, or accompanied by family and
friends. One of the driving discourses underpinning the practice is the ‘truth’ that
spending time in nature is important for the development of spiritual wellbeing
(Backman, 2008). Many Nordic countries have a law of entitlement where everyone
has the right to access, and have passage through, uncultivated land, regardless of
who owns it. This concept develops a sense of freedom for all to be able to travel on
foot wherever they like. Linking spirituality, freedom, nature and wellbeing in this
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way opens up new conditions of possibility for conceptualising environmental health.
Unfortunately, friluftsliv is not commonly understood in Western knowledge
systems, and could perhaps be considered not ‘purposeful’ enough to align with
dominant Western educational discourses that currently focus heavily on
standardising. Individuals participate in friluftsliv for many diverse and unique
reasons making it difficult to measure or quantify what it is occurring, or being
achieved, during an individual’s interpretation of friluftsliv.
A second example of a cultural discourse linking spirituality, the environment and
health is the Japanese practice of Shinrin-Yoku, which translates as ‘forest bathing’
or taking in the atmosphere of the forest (Tsunetsugu, Park, & Miyazaki, 2010). The
concept was developed in the 1980s by the Forest Agency of Japan, and is now
considered a part of Japanese preventative health medicine (Tsunetsugu et al., 2010).
According to the online Shinrin-Yoku organisation ‘shinrin-yoku.org’ individuals are
encouraged to spend time in forests and slowly walk with mindfulness and
appreciation of their sensory responses to their surrounding environment (Shinrinyoku.org, 2016). This ‘healing practice’ is promoted for its therapeutic, rejuvenating
and calming benefits, designed to boost the human immune system. The practice of
Shinrin-Yoku, focuses on opening the senses to deepen one’s intuition, to increase
the capacity for people to communicate with landscapes and animal species and
increase one’s eros, life force or energy (Shinrin-yoku.org, 2016). These inherent
spiritual purposes of Shinrin-Yoku are now considered at risk of being overshadowed
however, due to increased academic research interest in the concept. Much of the
emerging research over the past few years has investigated the physiological and
psychological effects of participating in the activity (T. Kondo & Takeda, 2009;
Teruhiko Kondo, Takeda, Kobayashi, & Yatagai, 2011; Tsunetsugu et al., 2010).
This recent push to quantify physiological and psychological benefits of ShinrinYoku has the potential to limit and silence the deeper spiritual and cultural
understandings that the practice might afford.
The ways of thinking about the relationship between the environment and health
afforded by the spiritually oriented discourses described above, present opportunities
in HPE to consider alternative conceptualisations to the dominant medico-scientific
knowledge outlined earlier in this chapter. That is not to say that these alternatives
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are unproblematic or should become prescriptive in how they could be worked into
HPE schooling. In fact, some of these spiritual discourses are particularly humanistic
in their origin, which again has the potential to distract from critical discussions of
the collective commitments to post-humanism and more-than-human phenomenon
(Malone, 2016). However, what these spiritual discourses do start to provide are
more embodied approaches that acknowledge the affective and sensory possibilities
or relationships between the environment and health.
4.7.2

Indigenous discourses, the environment and health

Indigenous relationships with the land or in Australia with ‘Country’ provides
another subjugated knowledge system which is helpful for expanding the conditions
of possibility for conceptualising environmental health in HPE. As Shava (2013)
explains in the following quote, Indigenous knowledge is constituted in relation to,
and given meaning by, experiences with the land/Country:
Creators of indigenous knowledge; they give it discourse and meaning based
on, and relating to their experiences and interactions with their environment
(the known) over time. The knowledge that indigenous people generate is
embedded in their culture, and embodied in their practices. This knowledge is
transgenerational, transmitted from generation to generation orally (through
narratives, stories / folklore, songs and poetry), visually (through arts, such as
‘bushmen paintings’, writings, craft, cultural rituals and dance) and
practically (through doing and the artefacts associated with practice). (p. 384)
Before continuing it is necessary to acknowledge my awareness of the need to use
caution when applying a unifying term such as ‘Indigenous knowledge’. Indigenous
knowledge is generated in many different locations, places and cultures over time.
As a result, it would be considered negligent of me to assemble them all as a
collective, unified group. Indigenous knowledges change over time, as experiences
and interactions with environments evolve (Shava, 2013). I therefore use the term
Indigenous knowledge in this chapter cautiously, as a generalization which is helpful
in demonstrating the emerging processes of knowledge evolution, rather than as a
static, rigidly held perspective.
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This section draws predominantly on Indigenous Australian perspectives of the
relationship between people and Country. I appreciate that even within this collective
group one would expect to find great diversity of knowledge evolution for different
groups of peoples. According to Stephens, Parkes, and Chang (2007, p. 370)
however, it can also be helpful to look beyond this diversity to a common
convergence, in order to learn from the holistic philosophy that Indigenous
knowledge is often based in, related to ecosystems and health. The authors suggest
looking:
[T]oward a multifaceted view of human health that includes the health of the
ecosystem in which humans live. These perspectives are grounded in ancient
wisdom that is both timely and prescient when considering our present
struggle to understand and respond to the intricate interrelationships between
ecology and health’. (p. 370)
Indigenous perspectives on the relationship between the environmental and health
are slowly starting to gain recognition by Western scholars and educators as
legitimate knowledge systems. Several scholars suggest that discourses related to
Australian Aboriginal culture have begun to have wider value for understanding
health and the environment because of their greater sensitivity to and awareness of
‘the subtle and spiritual relationship between the land, its non-human inhabitants and
humanity’ (Petersen & Lupton, 2000, p. 104), and because they offer explanations to
the discourse of global environmental ‘crisis’ not supplied by modern science (Zazu,
2008).
Despite some scholarly attempts to acknowledge Indigenous discourses as legitimate
knowledge systems, one of the key concerns noted by many Indigenous people is
that Indigenous knowledge is still not valued in Western culture and is often
misrepresented (Shava, 2013). Authority bodies such as education systems attempt to
acknowledge this concern, by implementing policy that reflects sensitivity to
Indigenous ways of knowing and being. For example, the Australian Curriculum
Assessment & Reporting Authority (2016f) identify ‘Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander’ knowledge as a cross-curriculum priority area to be integrated into all
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subject areas in the schooling of Australian young people. In HPE, this priority is
addressed in the following way:
Students will be able to explore personal, community and group identities and
so build understanding of the differences and commonalities in systems of
knowledge and beliefs about Health and Physical Education. There is the
capacity for making strong connections between cultures and identities and to
engage with and appreciate the lived experiences of Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander Peoples. Students can learn about the richness of Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander modes of communication and ways of living and
being, and develop appreciation and understanding of uniquely Australian
connections between People and Country/Place. They can explore the
importance of family and kinship structures for maintaining and promoting
health, safety and wellbeing within their community and the wider
community. Students can also be given the opportunity to participate in
physical activities and cultural practices such as traditional and contemporary
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander games. (Australian Curriculum
Assessment & Reporting Authority, 2016f)
Anthony McKnight, an Australian Aboriginal Yuin man and academic, recently
reported on his work helping to connect non-Aboriginal people (in particular preservice teachers and teacher education academics) to Country (see McKnight, 2015,
2016). His work has proven helpful in imagining how the Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander priority area might transfer into Australian schooling. Additionaly, his
work has also been very useful in this chapter for considering how Indigenous
knowledge of Country can expand the conditions of possibility for doing
environmental health in HPE. For example, McKnight (2016) explains how:
Country cannot be seen in the same light as “the environment”, in which
humans place their own meaning of place in labelling the landscape. Country
is a living fusion of living entities, including Mother Earth, and like any
human she has roles and responsibilities, so that people must ask of a
particular Country/place, “who are you?” For many people, this can be
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challenging, so removed as it is from their previous engagement with the
land, its entities, and their Western ways of learning. (p. 112)
According to McKnight (2015) the dominance of Western knowledge discourses
presents a barrier to understanding how ‘many non-Aboriginal peoples identities are
linked to the Country now known as Australia (p. 283). He argues that the ‘western
dualism connects them to enjoying the view of ‘Australia’, not seeing Country as
placing them into identity’ (p. 283). McKnight (2015) describes how, in Yuin
Country (an Aboriginal Nation in southern coastal NSW), respectful relationships are
considered central to the process of helping non-Aboriginal people to move past this
Western understanding. In the quote below he explains how this is possible, stating:
Country provides stories, not Western colonizing theory, to identify
similarities for connections to form between non-Aboriginal people and Yuin
Country... Mingadhuga Mingayung contributes to and continues the
protection and taking care of Country, Mother Earth, Father Sky,
Grandmother Moon and Grandfather Sun, by Yuin people, whereby we can
guide non-Aboriginal people to understand and respect our ways of knowing,
learning and behaving. Mingadhuga Mingayung creates an opportunity for
non-Aboriginal people to see Country and take responsibility for their own
actions in the relationship with Mother Earth. (McKnight, 2015, p. 277)
In this sense, Country is considered a ‘communicative current that can transmit Yuin
ways of knowing and learning to non-Aboriginal people that have an open mind
(space)’ (McKnight, 2015, p. 287) . In a more general Australian context, Rose
(1996) in her work, Nourishing Terrains: Australian Aboriginal views of Landscape
and Wilderness, discusses the Aboriginal way of defining Country, in order to
broaden understandings of the unique relationship Australian Aboriginals hold with
the land. She defines Country as a ‘nourishing terrain’, as a place that gives and
receives life, consisting of ‘people, animals, plants, Dreamings, underground, earth,
soils, minerals and waters, surface water, and air. There is sea country and land
country; in some areas people talk about sky country’ (p. 8). Rose (1996) explains
this concept further, stating:
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Country in Aboriginal English is not only a common noun but also a proper
noun. People talk about country in the same way that they would talk about a
person: they speak to country, sing to country, visit country, worry about
country, feel sorry for country, and long for country. People say that country
knows, hears, smells, takes notice, takes care, is sorry or happy. Country is
not a generalised or undifferentiated type of place, such as one might indicate
with terms like ‘spending a day in the country’ or ‘going up the country’.
Rather, country is a living entity with a yesterday, today and tomorrow, with
a consciousness, and a will toward life. Because of this richness, country is
home, and peace; nourishment for body, mind, and spirit; heart’s ease. (p. 7)
While Rose (1996) articulates a relationship between person and landscape, she also
hints at the wellbeing experienced from having a strong relationship with Country.
She talks about Country as ‘home, peace, nourishment for body, mind, spirit and
heart’s ease’ (p. 7).
While the physical body is heavily favoured in Western science as a way of judging
individuals health and moralising about their worthiness as a ‘good’ citizen, concepts
of peace, nourishment of mind, spirit and heart, being less tangible, are often harder
to define and to ‘measure’. As a result, those aspects of health and wellbeing that are
not as easily seen are perhaps at risk of being regarded as less significant. The way
that Rose conceptualises a relationship with Country, however, suggests a deep,
complex link between the environment and health. She further supports this by
introducing a chapter on ‘Dreaming Ecology’ in the following way:
The relationships between people and their country are intense, intimate, full
of responsibilities, and, when all is well, friendly. It is a kinship relationship,
and like relations among kin, there are obligations of nurturance. People and
country take care of each other. I occasionally succumb to the temptation to
sort these relationships into categories ~ there are ecological relationships of
care, social relationships of care, and spiritual relationships of care. But
Aboriginal people are talking about a holistic system, and the people with
whom I have discussed these matters say that if you are doing the right thing
ecologically, the results will be social and spiritual as well as ecological. If
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you are doing the right spiritual things, there will be social and ecological
results. The unified field of Dreaming ecology is demonstrated very clearly in
the intersection of sacred sites with ecological sanctuaries. (p. 49)
Rose speaks of the holistic connection between people and Country as a symbiotic
relationship. Her statement that ‘[p]eople and country take care of each other’,
suggests a two way connection and relationship between environments and health.
Despite Indigenous knowledge in the Australian context still being considered
predominantly through a colonial, Western, humanist thought system as beliefs or
opinions, and not valued as ‘real’ knowledge (Dei, 2011), I argue that Indigenous
perspectives of Country could be helpful in expanding conceptualisations of
environmental health. My argument is not designed to perpetuate what Zink (2007)
surmises is the problematic discourse of ‘the noble savage’, an Indigenous good/non
Indigenous bad binary, where Indigenous knowledge is privileged over other
knowledge systems. Rather, the purpose of highlighting the Indigenous perspective
within this chapter is to explore different conceptualisations of the environmental
health space, to rupture taken for granted assumptions in dominant knowledge
systems and to dismantle the power/knowledge relations that subjugate other
conditions of possibility for doing environmental health in HPE.
4.8

Implications for environmental health knowledge and practice in HPE

I designed this chapter to bring a critical awareness to some of the dominant and
subjugated discourses that potentially shape the conditions of possibility for
environmental health in HPE. However there are numerous issues working against
even the possibility of starting a dialogue in this area. Zazu (2008, p. 40), for
example, uses Bourdieu’s concept of ‘social habitus’, to highlight how ‘educators
resist changes such as bringing new forms of knowledge and ways of teaching into
their every day learning processes’. This suggests that educators will fear to make
changes in their teaching, because to do so would mean facing differences that push
them out of their comfort zone. I agree that it will require a brave educator to value
these subjugated conceptualisations (among many others) of environmental health,
given that educators in Australia seem predominantly inclined to work within the
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dominant discourses reproduced by Western scientific knowledge systems (Zazu,
2008).
Another significant issue impeding possibilities for environmental health in HPE is
the dominance of a particular educative discourse, which Gruenewald (2004) argues
silences the possibilities of environmental education. This is a discourse that values
literacy and numeracy above all other areas of curriculum knowledge and practice,
leaving no room for other ‘fringe subjects’ such as environmental education
(Gruenewald, 2004). From this point of view, environmental health as a knowledge
area is also likely to be ‘on the fringe’ of educational priorities, and subsequently
undervalued. Gruenewald (2004) describes how aligning the benefits of
environmental education, (and I would argue environmental health in HPE), with
improved academic performance in other key learning areas (such as literacy and
numeracy) has become a prominent argument in legitimising the place of ‘the
environment’ in a ‘crowded curriculum’ (Gruenewald, 2004). Unfortunately, this
argument potentially serves only to sustain dominant educative discourse, rather than
to challenge taken for granted assumptions of a hierarchy of subjects and knowledges
within our education system. Essentially, dominant educative discourse exercises
disciplinary power in education that potentially silences all conversations concerning
environmental health as a legitimate area of critical study.
4.9

Conclusion

In conclusion, drawing on Foucault’s analytical tools enabled me in this chapter to
map a genealogy of environmental health and subsequently answer the first and
second of my research sub questions. In this chapter, I discussed the dominance of
risk and neoliberal discourses that predominantly draw on medico-scientific
knowledge to construct conceptualisations of the environment and health. These
taken for granted assumptions of how the environment and health should be linked
are taken up by governmental and cultural institutions which in turn have particular
effects for individuals, potentially closing down other non dominant ways of
understanding environmental health as a knowledge area.
I have also argued, in this chapter, that a critical engagement with subjugated
environmental and health knowledges is essential in expanding notions of
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environmental health. Both spiritual and Indigenous discourses are examples of nondominant ways of thinking about the environment and health that point to embodied,
affective and sensory knowledge. At the same time, the work in this chapter indicates
some of the key issues restraining the possibilities of environmental health as a
knowledge area. The chances of teachers working outside of, or challenging,
dominant educative discourses by addressing spiritual or Aboriginal relationships
with the environment and health is likely to be limited, given the tendency for many
current health agendas to overlook the missing dimension of Indigenous connection
to Country (Green & Minchin, 2014). Some researchers have suggested that more
holistic and less rigid notions of health and wellbeing are necessary to address both
inequalities in Aboriginal peoples’ health, but also the capacity of humanity to deal
with environmental issues (Kingsley et al., 2013).
Finally, this chapter is designed to bring about critical discussion on the possibilities
of environmental health in HPE, fundamentally considering, how do we create
spaces for multiple knowledges to co-exist? Both dominant and subjugated
discourses of the environment and health have merits; they provide possibilities for
‘thinking’ and ‘doing’ environmental health in HPE schooling. There are also many
pitfalls, such as the problematic effects that may result from solely taking up certain
discourses without the application of a critical lens. However, making these visible
provides opportunities for teachers of HPE to think critically and creatively when
engaging with environmental health in educational settings. The outlined discourses
provide rich opportunities to develop depth in, what I have argued is an important
aspect of HPE. Doing this genealogical work enabled me to identify the discourses
that are at work within current policy and institutional environmental health
understandings, which then makes it possible to recognise them in the teachers’ talk
of environmental health in the next chapter. Shifting the focus to teachers’ meanings
of environmental health, further points to both the possibilities and constraints for
teaching environmental health in HPE.
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CHAPTER 5: DISCURSIVE WEBS: TEACHERS’ MEANINGS OF
ENVIRONMENTAL HEALTH
5.1

Introduction

The previous chapter examined the conditions of possibility afforded by dominant
and subjugated discourses of the environment, health and environmental health, for
teaching particular approaches to environmental health education in HPE. In this
chapter, my focus shifts to the enactment stage of curriculum – more specifically, to
teachers themselves and how their understandings of, or discourse positions in
relation to, environmental health, point to the possibilities and constraints for
teaching environmental health in HPE. This chapter presents a discussion of the
discourse analysis of the data, developed from the semi-structured interviews
conducted with primary and secondary teachers, by drawing on a ‘narrative
ethnography’ approach.
The chapter begins with a theoretical discussion of how the concept ‘positions in
discourse’ was used to identify ‘discursive webs’ (Waitt, 2010) in the teachers’ talk
about the environment and health. In particular, this concept facilitated the
identification of those dominant, emerging and absent discourses within teachers’
talk of environmental health. Following this, I point to how ‘the environment’ can be
considered a glaring absence in teachers’ meanings of ‘health’. The teachers in this
study were initially asked what ‘health’ meant to them. Amid the various responses
to this question, there was a clear absence of any talk which included concepts of
‘the environment’ as a way of understanding health.
I then demonstrate how the participants drew on a complex assemblage of
established meanings to talk about ‘environmental health’. Two key patterns were
identified when participants were asked to define environmental health: firstly a
struggle to respond at all to the question; quickly followed by a response which drew
substantially on dominant risk and neoliberal discourses. However, these patterns
were not fixed, nor were they the same for all participants in this study; often the
patterns within generalist primary teacher responses were different to those of
secondary HPE teachers. According to Waitt (2010), when conducting a discourse
analysis, researchers need to be alert to such ambiguities in texts, in order to
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highlight how discourses can be inconsistently taken up in ways that can both rupture
and sustain taken for granted knowledge. In two practical examples, multiple
gardening and food discourses circulated in teacher talk, in a way that wasn’t always
consistent across texts. In these cases, the complex discursive webs illustrate how the
teachers also take up discourses in ways that are not as taken for granted, which
provide alternate conditions of possibility for thinking about environmental health in
HPE.
While this analysis helped me to understand the discourses the HPE teachers drew on
to talk about environmental health, I also needed to recognise what the teachers
expressed as limitations for thinking about environmental health, along with what
was not being said at all within the texts. Overwhelmingly, while the teachers
indicated that they felt environmental health should be a priority within HPE
schooling, many turned to dominant educative discourse to elaborate, that time
pressures and accountability for other subjects made it impossible for them to see
how this would actually occur.
Finally, I conclude this chapter by demonstrating how despite the overwhelming
absence of ‘the environment’ in the teachers initial meanings of health, and the
following struggle to define ‘environmental health’, when asked if they felt confident
to teach a unit on the subject, the majority of teachers expressed high levels of
confidence to do so. This was followed up by an explanation that it was easy to ‘just
Google’ it, in order to find any information that might be needed to teach the topic.
5.2

Positions in discourse

Foucault (1982) contends that ‘the subject’, or the self, is produced within discourse.
Wetherell, Taylor, and Yates (2001, p. 80), drawing on Foucault’s work, argue that
all discourses then construct subject positions, where ‘discourse itself produces
“subjects” – figures who personify the particular forms of knowledge which the
discourse produces’. This means that when conducting interviews, the spoken
language or ‘texts’ that participants produce is evidence of how individuals are
operating within the limits of ‘truth’ of particular discourses (Wetherell et al., 2001).
In other words, within the context of this research project, discourses such as those
outlined in the previous chapter, make available ‘positions’ for subjects to take up in
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their talk of environmental health. In this thesis, I draw on this notion that the self is
constituted in and through discourse, to demonstrate how the teachers took up
particular ‘positions in discourse’ in order to speak about the environment and health
in the interview process. In turn, this points to the resources they drew on at that
point in time, to think about and teach environmental health. A key component of
identifying ‘positions in discourse’ is acknowledging that this is not a linear or flat
process. Rather, analysing the discourses taken up by the teachers as they talked of
environmental health reveales how subjectivities exist within complex discursive
relations. Waitt and Frazer (2012) refer to this as identifying the ‘discursive webs’ or
multiple sets of ideas which operate simultaneously in a complex network. Pedwell
(2010) argues that the concept of a ‘web’ can be used as a metaphor to signify
‘complexity’, ‘multiplicity’ and ‘relationality’ in discursive representations, rather
than just the binaries of similarity/difference (p. 107). She highlights how similar
notions are taken up by many contemporary critical theorists:
From Donna Haraway’s ‘webs of connections’, to Avtar Brah’s ‘complex
web of power’, to Gilles Deleuze’s web-like proliferation of binary terms, the
image of the web has been employed increasingly to indicate the necessity of
theorising complex interconnections between various discursive-material
entities. (p. 107)
In other words, while it was easy to initially identify several common patterns in the
way discourses were being drawn on by participants in this study, at times
participants took up multiple and even contradictory discourses in order to articulate
their ideas within the interview process. Being alert to these ‘discursive webs’
provides the means to identify how the participants draw on diverse sets of meanings
in order to constitute their personal subjectivities of environmental health.
5.3

The absence of ‘the environment’ in meanings of health

At the beginning of the interviews, as a way of easing into the conversation,
participants were initially asked to define ‘health’ broadly and to describe what
health meant to them. Although the participants had varied responses to this
question, all displayed a level of confidence in articulating a conceptualisation of
‘health’. Typically, the participant responses to this question drew on ideas about
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health that are well documented in the literature as those constituting a ‘healthism’ or
healthy lifestyle discourse – that is, one that foregrounds individual behaviours in
relation to eating and physical activity (Welch & Wright, 2011). In particular, most
of the meanings of health closely linked to descriptions of what is commonly referred
to in HPE as the ‘dimensions of health’. The AC-HPE defines the dimensions of
health as ‘the variables that influence an individual’s level of overall health. The
variables, frequently referred to as dimensions, are physical, social, emotional,
mental and spiritual (ACARA, 2016c). However, responses tended to emphasise
those dimensions that linked to the physical health imperatives of nutrition and
physical activity, and to a lesser degree mental health. These closely aligned with the
findings from previously conducted research by Welch and Wright (2011), who
found that many teachers of HPE reproduce dominant ‘healthism’ discourses,
suggesting the taking up of a discourse position that ‘associates good health with
diligent dietary and exercise practices; and sees a healthy weight or ‘fit’ appearance
as within an individual’s reach’ (p. 203). For example, in the following quotes from
teachers in this study references are made to ‘healthy food’ and ‘physical activity’;
they equate taking care of yourself ‘physically’ with feeling better generally
(including improved mental health):
Okay, well I think health really is something that you can do, like, throughout
your whole life and incorporates, like, all parts of your wellbeing. So it’s like
eating health food and being nutrition-wise, as well as having like a healthy
physical lifestyle. But also keeping your mental health in check. (Jessica, 24,
Primary Teacher of 3 years)
In the following quote Josephine references the ‘couch’ and the ‘telly’, with the
temptation of eating foods that she attributes to making her feel ‘lazy’, which are
common cliché notions perpetuated within healthism discourses:
I suppose being physically healthy is a - probably the major part to me because if I feel physically healthy I am less stressed out, so therefore I am
more mentally healthy too. I do find that I tend to be sitting on the couch
watching telly or just sort of walking around looking in the cupboards that’s
when I start to eat things that I know that I don’t even want. But I have
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wanted to eat more healthy foods, and I realise that it does make me feel
better, rather than sort of eating crap and then thinking - why do I feel lazy
now? And the healthier I am - I do feel the rewards from that. (Josephine, 27,
Secondary HPE Teacher of 6 years)
Dominant healthism discourse, as outlined in the previous chapter, places
responsibility for maintaining health onto the individual. As Crawford (2006) argues,
this individual notion of ‘self’, identity and social status, then becomes linked with
how well people see themselves as succeeding or failing to adopt healthy behaviours
– in this instance of exercising and the consumption of healthy foods. This is further
evident in the following description by Kate, who reinforced that the most important
aspects of her health are the physical components of ‘exercise’ and ‘eating well’:
My personal definition of health is, it is hard to get away from what you just
rote learn and what you drum out to the kids – but definitely the dimensions
of health, I guess just spring to mind. But probably in terms of which is more
important, being physically healthy, like exercise, and eating well. And yeah,
now that I've gotten a little bit older, I realise that it's just about feeling well,
and then the rest will come. (Kate, 38, Secondary HPE Teacher of 16 years)
In none of the descriptions of health was there any mention of concepts related to
‘the environment’ or ‘nature’. Like Kate’s quote above, the teachers referenced
several of the ‘dimensions of health’ (ACARA, 2016c), usually referring to the
‘physical’, ‘mental’, ‘emotional’ and ‘social’ aspects. This is a definition that is
much repeated in (previous) curriculum documents and health textbooks (‘what you
just rote learn’). However, none specifically referred to ‘the environment’ as a health
space. Spiritual health was also noticeably absent in the descriptions, with only two
teachers making reference to health in this way, joining it to the general list of
dimensions.
According to Foucault, the silences around a topic, in this case meanings of health,
‘is itself a mechanism of social power within established structures’ (Foucault, 1972,
as cited in Waitt, 2010, p. 236). Those health discourses that are privileged within
HPE operate as a system of power that sustains a particular set of healthism ‘norms’,
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effectively silencing ‘other’ potentially valuable knowledge. In HPE in general, but
also in academic research, there are many critical conversations and discussions
around a variety of health related topics. As outlined in the introduction to this thesis,
critical health researchers in the HPE field have for some time been exploring how
students and teachers negotiate health knowledge - such as engagement with
discourses of healthism (O'Flynn, 2010; Welch & Wright, 2011), the body (Welch &
Wright, 2011), fitness (Burrows & McCormack, 2012), and food and nutrition
(Welch et al., 2012). However, similar critical discussions of engagement with
discourses of environmental health continue to be absent from research and practice
in the HPE field.
While critical discussion, research and publication in priority health areas are
important, and continue to advance our knowledge of how HPE is discursively
constituted and the effects for students, teachers and the population in general, the
continued focus on interrogating ‘healthism’ also reinforces what ‘counts’ for
thinking about health and wellbeing – even in a critical sense. The absence of ‘the
environment’ in teacher’s general discussion of health (and in the critical and
normative literature3), is evidence of both the pervasive power of dominant notions
of what ‘health’ means, but also the silencing of ‘the environment’ as a significant
health space.
5.4

A discursive gap: Struggling to define ‘environmental health’

Following the brief introductory discussion of ‘health’, the participants were asked to
define ‘environmental health’. Responses to this question were far less confident
with half of the 24 participants struggling to provide an answer. These participants
used language suggesting a great deal of uncertainty, for example, silences, long
pauses and requests for further clarification of the question. Common responses
were: ‘Sorry, I don’t know’; ‘I’m not sure’; and ‘Umm... now that’s a hard one’. This
struggle to define environmental health was evenly spread across both generalist

3

This is referring to the absence of ‘the environment’ in the Australian critical HPE literature. There
is a more visible, critical presence of ‘the environment’ within Education for Sustainable
Development (EfSD) and Health Promoting Schools (HPS) in the European context. However, in the
context of this thesis, and the focus on the Australian schooling subject of Health and Physical
Education, this is not the case.
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primary teachers and secondary HPE teachers. The following examples are typical of
such responses:
Okay well I guess having a – I don’t know? Environmental health? (Lynne,
48, Secondary HPE Teacher of 25 years)
I guess just... I don’t really know... honestly, as a PDHPE teacher who should
be teaching about this stuff in school, I haven’t really for 16 years. And
whether it's because I haven’t been prepared well enough or whether it's
because it's not pushed in the syllabus enough or the curriculum I don’t really
know, but I don’t, to be honest, I don’t know much about environmental
health. (Kate, 38, Secondary HPE Teacher of 16 years)
Um... (Long pause) I guess, I think it’s something that I’d teach to kids
probably without saying its environmental health - So I think to me it
means... it could be as simple as being outside and stuff like that... I don’t
really know? (Alex, 28, Primary Teacher of 5 years)
Umm, now that’s a hard one. I’m not sure... (No that’s okay). Environmental
health, I’m not sure if you mean the question is teaching students about the
health of the environment or being in the environment for health? (Charlie,
28, Secondary HPE Teacher of 5 years)
I know it is in the syllabus, like I know there is really briefly, like one dot
point kind of... And I think it's about environmental hazards or something...
But to be honest I don’t teach it and I don’t think anyone else that I know of
does. (Christine, 40 Secondary HPE Teacher of 19 years)
What is evident from these and other similar comments is that although
‘environmental health’ is not generally taught, it does fall within the teachers’
understandings of health. None of the teachers actively rejected the idea that it could
be taught as part of health education. The initial struggle by the teachers to talk about
the ‘environment’ as a health space further emphasises how ‘environmental health’
can currently be considered a site of subjugated health knowledge in the HPE field.
When the participants responded in this way, I reframed the question and reassured
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the participants that they had time to think it through. Once pressed, those who
initially struggled to verbalise an answer generally made an attempt to elaborate,
typically drawing on dominant risk and neoliberal discourses.
5.5

Turning to neoliberal and risk discourses

For those teachers who responded immediately with a definition, and for those who
responded after some prompting, the most common position was one that drew on
dominant risk and neoliberal discourses related to the environment and/or health.
These responses drew almost exclusively on discourses associated with
environmental crisis, healthism and responsible citizenship. While there were many
similarities in the ways the teachers talked about environmental crisis, the generalist
primary teachers were more likely to associate environmental health with responsible
environmental citizenship, compared to the specialist secondary HPE teachers who
emphasised the health giving properties of the environment.
5.5.1

Environmental crisis

Almost half of the participants drew on a discourse of environmental crisis,
explaining environmental health in terms of the human impact on the environment
and describing the environment as a place of disaster, catastrophe, degradation and
sickness. Both generalist primary and HPE secondary teachers used statements made
up of recognisable collocations of phrases such as: the ‘declining state of our
oceans’, ‘deforestation increases as a result of human consumption’, ‘human driven
pollution’ and ‘natural disasters increasing as a result of human driven climate
change’. The idea of crisis, and reasons for the (ill)health of the environment were
produced as ‘truths’ or certainties, with little mention of links to human health.
Humans were mostly positioned as the reason behind a decline in the health of the
natural environment; essentially the environment was at risk from human destruction.
In the quote below Olivia, for example, explains the catastrophic state of the
environment as the consequence of human actions, with reference to issues such as
bushfire, climate change and deforestation:
It’s like, you can look around and see – like right now we’ve got the bushfires
and for me it seems clearly obviously that that’s related to our doing –
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humans have done that to the ozone layer – the world is heating up, we know
that our weather and climate change is in a bad way... But just down to little
things, like the population is growing, we clearly need to teach young people
how to live in this world without causing it anymore damage. Because I know
that we can’t sustain what we are doing, even in terms of our dietary
requirements – we can’t sustain that in terms of feeding cattle, or feeding any
other animal for that sake, because constantly the natural environment is
being cut down to make way to put these animals on so that humans can eat
them. (Olivia, 25, Secondary HPE Teacher of 5 years)
In this quote Olivia, like most of the other teachers who spoke in this way about
environmental health, draws on the language of environmental crisis derived from
Western science, and the notion that future catastrophes can only be avoided if
individuals (young people) take more responsibility for their actions.
Young people and children are often positioned in Australian society as
developmentally lacking, and as not yet being fully autonomous adults. They are
portrayed as ‘risk takers’ who are unable to make rational decisions regarding their
own and others’ wellbeing (Burrows & Wright, 2007). In the context of this
developmental discourse, ‘young people’ are identified as a group requiring ‘early
intervention’ by key stakeholders and policy makers, in order to regulate the
production of a certain type of functioning young citizen (Burrows & Wright, 2007).
In line with this set of ideas, many of the teachers who spoke about environmental
crisis and catastrophe suggested that ‘young people’, both in primary and secondary
schooling, needed to be educated to take more personal responsibility for the
destruction of the environment. This position is evident in the following quote from
Paul:
I also know that the world is going to become worse and worse, because
people will continue to make choices that negatively impact the environment.
Like, sometimes the greed of people and companies put profit above the
environment. And that’ a real one for our country – like, the fracking of
getting the gas from under the ground - and I think that’s poisoning
everything - our waterways, our land. That’s – that’s where greed is
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overtaking commonsense with the environment. But being a primary teacher,
there’s a focus in our teaching of caring for things other than ourselves
because students are in their own bubble until they mature developmentally.
It’s important to teach them the basics - of looking out into the world and
seeing their own cause and effect – because the environment – it’s just a
mess. (Paul, 48, Primary Teacher of 26 years)
However, the contradiction in Paul and Olivia’s statements is between the
descriptions of disasters arguably caused by government policy and the actions of
global resource and agri-businesses, and the argument that this can (and should) be
addressed by ‘young people’ through educating for personal behaviour change (a
common attribute of the neoliberal discourse of individual responsibility). Also, as
pointed out by Edwards (2013), calls for the ‘implementation of education’ as an
‘urgent response to the global-scale environmental crises developing from current
unsustainable human-environment relationships, face the paradox that educational
systems are notoriously slow and difficult to alter’ (p. xiii). In addition, as scholars
have pointed out doomsday narratives, such as that articulated by Olivia and Paul,
can promote confusion and eco-anxiety, environmental apathy, pessimism about
environmental risks (Madden, 1995) and even a phobia of nature (Strife, 2010). If
these are the only discourses available to teachers to talk about environmental health,
they may be inadvertently fostering an aversion to the ‘environment’ as a health
space altogether.
5.5.2

Healthism: The environment as a place to exercise

While neoliberal discourses of ‘healthism’ and ‘responsible citizenship’ were evident
in both groups’ talk about environmental health, the secondary HPE teachers were
more likely to draw on dominant healthism ‘truths’ (Welch & Wright, 2011) which
described the role of responsible citizens in terms of managing their individual
physical activity through the purposeful ‘use’ of natural environments. For example,
nine out of the twelve secondary HPE teachers drew on a healthism discourse to
describe environmental health, with comments like: ‘the environment is a
determinant of individual health’ and ‘physical activity (along with diet) is the most
important aspect of health... the natural environment is therefore a great place to be
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physically active’. What was common among these responses was the idea that the
responsible citizen manages their health through exercise, and the natural
environment is a space to be utilized to increase physical activity levels. For
example:
Well I think the environment has a massive role (in health), because it
facilitates me being active, that’s a big thing. Particularly where we live
compared to other places in the world. I haven’t lived in other places, but
when I think about climates, I mean this is just perfect for being active... So
the natural environment and the things we do in it. (Robert, 42, Secondary
HPE Teacher of 20 years)
Well I think your natural environments have a lot to do with making people
feel like they physically can be active and outside and providing
environments where they can like ... walk, run, cycle, walk their dog, all of
those things that allow them to be outside and healthy. (Christine, 40
Secondary HPE Teacher of 19 years)
For many of the HPE teachers like Robert and Christine, who drew on healthism
discourses, the natural environment was celebrated as an alternative form of ‘gym’
that facilitated exercise, which in turn improved health. Physical activity levels were
closely linked to the purpose of working on one’s body.
However, the issue here, is that this way of understanding the environment is largely
individualistic, and reproducing a healthism discourse in many contexts has been
found to develop problematic norms surrounding bodies (Welch & Wright, 2011, p.
200). Ultimately, while this approach seeks to ‘better’ human health and wellbeing, it
is one which is largely unconcerned with the health status of natural environments.
Individuals are encouraged to see natural environments as a resource to promote
health through human physical activity. Much of what is driving this healthism
discourse is underpinned by Western, medicalised knowledge. However, by drawing
solely on medico-scientific knowledge, we run the risk of medicalizing human
relationships with nature, which in turn close down those spaces for social, cultural
and spiritual conceptualisations to emerge.
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5.5.3

Care for the environment

In contrast to the secondary HPE teachers appreciation of the environment as an
outdoor space facilitating physical activity, references that accorded with an
environmental citizenship discourse (Preston, 2012) were more evident in the
primary teachers’ explanations of environmental health. This discourse was taken up
by the teachers in a call for ‘good’ environmental citizens as the solution to complex
environmental problems. The language drawn on to explain environmental health
was less prescriptive than the secondary HPE teachers - who often referred to the
environment as a physical health ‘solution’ - and wasn’t necessarily linked with the
catastrophic language of impending environmental doom as the crisis discourse that
was initially turned to. Most of the primary teachers interviewed, for example, talked
about ‘taking care of’ or ‘looking after’ the health of the environment in their
explanations of environmental health. ‘Humans’, in particular ‘young people', were
again held to be responsible for maintaining a level of care for the environment and
living more sustainably. For example, in the quotes below, environmental health
education would involve educating young people to care for the health of
environment:
We need to be educating students to care for the environment so they can live
in a healthy world when they are older, and also the generations to come. It’s
a priority because of the direct effects our negative impact has on the future
and those who live in the future. Some people only care about themselves,
therefore they don’t care about the world we’ve been given to live in and take
care of. (Genevieve, 24, Primary Teacher of 2 years)
I think environmental health is kind of like caring for the environment ... So
like, you understand that like you can benefit from it, if you’re taking care of
it and looking after it as well. So yeah, like taking care of the environment
knowing that it will give back to you if you do. Like lots of kids will come
down to go to the beach on the weekend or something. But, they don’t like –
you often see people leaving that aren’t like looking after it and aren’t taking
care of that environment ... like it’s not their backyard so they’re not looking
after it. (Jessica, 24, Primary Teacher of 3 years)
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‘Care’ for the environment is a main objective of many modern environmentalists.
Gray and Birrell (2015), for example, suggest that an attachment to ‘nature’ is a
useful tool to encourage action and behaviour change in order to protect it. This is
also a common feature across primary school settings, where teachers teach across
the curriculum subjects, and ‘environmental education’ traditionally has some take
up under a behaviour change model, rather than a socio-critical one (Edwards, 2013).
However, Preston (2012) suggests that an effect of an environmental citizenship
discourse is the promotion of a good/bad binary that moralizes environmental
behaviour. Citizens can then be scrutinized as ‘good’ or ‘bad’ people and stigmatized
for not actively ‘caring’ (Petersen & Lupton, 2000). This is evident in the way
Genevieve, in the quote above, judges ‘others’ as selfish because ‘some people only
care about themselves’, and Jessica places blame on ‘kids’ and ‘people’ for ‘not
looking after it’ and not ‘taking care’ of the beach. According to McWhorter (2009)
guilt can be deployed and used in this way as a management technology, whereby:
Whenever caring people think hard about how to live with/in/on the earth, we
find ourselves growing anxious and, usually, feeling guilty about the way we
conduct ourselves in relation to the natural world. (McWhorter, 2009, p. 8)
In this case, shaming or making individuals who do not display a certain level of
‘care’ feel guilty can be viewed as a technology that aims to regulate behaviour and
environmental conduct. Unfortunately, shaming, judging and moralising the
behaviours of ‘others’ in this way could shut down the potential for critical
environmental health conversations in HPE, that is conversations that value and
explore the multiple links between the environment and health rather than only those
currently considered dominant.
5.6

Discursive webs

As outlined at the beginning of this chapter, not all discourses are drawn on in a
straightforward or linear manner. According to Waitt (2010), it is important when
analysing discourses to be alert to these ‘discursive webs’, in order to highlight how
discourses can be inconsistently taken up in ways that can both rupture and sustain
taken for granted knowledge. While the outlined positions in discourse already
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described above were very clear in the interview data, there were discourses
circulating in the teacher talk that were much more complex and difficult to group
together as being similar.
In this study, this was found to be the case, where the various discourses around
health and the environment came together in two practical examples that teachers
used to explain environmental health: gardens and food. These are two areas
currently much focused on and promoted in schools (V. Elliott & Hore, 2016; FisherMaltese, 2016; Retzlaff-Fürst, 2016; Welch et al., 2012). Both gardening and food
were in this case not easy to tease apart into themed categories as participants drew
on the discourses in messy, complex ways. However, it is important to consider the
ways the participants talked about these topics, because by being messy and
complex, they have the potential to challenge the dominant truths about the
environment and health described above, and open up new conditions of possibility
for thinking about ‘environmental health’ in HPE.
It is important to be aware, however, that gardening and food discourses still hold
implications that might be at the same time helpful and problematic to engaging with
environmental health. Ultimately these discourses provide ways of thinking about
environmental health that are less institutionalised in HPE, where the boundaries of
what knowledge ‘counts’ is less defined. I argue that in some ways, these webs and
blurred boundaries in how discourses of gardening and food were taken up by the
teachers provide key opportunities for thinking differently about environmental
health, and for critical environmental health education to occur.
5.6.1

Discourses of gardening: An environmental health practice

Gardening has had a place in Australian schooling for some time now, however,
there has been a recent surge in popularity for school gardening programs that can
address various learning outcomes within curriculum, predominantly (but not solely)
at the primary school level. This can be seen in the rapid uptake of the ‘kitchen
garden’ concept across many Australian schools, promoted by both government
curriculum support documents, and private organisations (NSW Department of
Education and Communities, 2012). For example, the ‘Stephanie Alexander Kitchen
Garden Foundation’ is a not-for-profit organisation that was established in 2004, that
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currently enjoys widespread success and implementation in over 830 schools - and
growing, across the country (Alexander, 2016). The aim of the foundation is to
‘introduce pleasurable food education to children during their learning years’, in
order to ‘form positive food habits for life’ (Stephanie Alexander Kitchen Garden
Foundation, 2017). This ‘kitchen garden’ program is specifically focussed on
teaching students the art of gardening, in order to grow, harvest and prepare their
own fresh and seasonal food, and has even been mapped to primary school
curriculum content, to make planning, programming and implementing the program
easier for teachers.
Turning to recent scholarship, a search through related gardening research reveals the
‘use’ of school gardens as both an environmental and health initiative that
predominantly draws on discourses of healthism and sustainability – sometimes
together but also often quite separately. For example, much of this literature reports
on studies that investigated the purposeful use of a school garden as a health
intervention to change behaviour associated with children eating more fruit and
vegetables (Duncan et al., 2015; Parmer, Salisbury-Glennon, Shannon, &
Struempler, 2009) or as a tool to increase physical activity so that children ‘move
more and sit less’ (Wells, Myers, & Henderson, 2014). As a link to ‘sustainability’,
school gardens are now often promoted as a tool to encourage ‘good’ environmental
citizen behaviours, like growing your own food, composting, and remembering that
‘doing your bit for the environment is all part of the bigger picture of achieving a
sustainable future’ (NSW Government Office of Environment and Heritage, 2017).
Gardening research within schools is also framed to a lesser extent, as a ‘solution’ to
problematic, ‘disruptive and low-performance’student classroom behaviour (RuizGallardo, Verde, & Valdés, 2013, p. 252), or as a context to foster multicultural
‘community building’ in order to promote social learning (Block et al., 2012), and
‘progressive ideals such as volunteerism, civic engagement and environmental
awareness’ (Richardson, 2011, p. 107).
When asked to elaborate on initial definitions of environmental health, and to
consider how the environment and health might be connected, thirteen out of the
total 24 participants in this study talked about gardening either at home or within
schools as a practice that was expected of citizens who had an understanding of what
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it means to be environmentally healthy. This was however, not a simple conjunction,
but rather there were varied responses so that different meanings and values were
placed on gardening practices. Although over half of the total participants spoke
about gardening as an environmental health practice, not all of these participants
explicitly linked gardening practices to health or wellbeing. While some teachers
elaborated on links between gardening and environmental health, some struggled to
verbalise a connection, or establish explicit links between gardening and health
education. Instead they talked about gardening as a tool for behaviour management
or in relation to sustainable practices.
For example, in advocating for gardening, Christine, a secondary specialist HPE
teacher, links discourses of the environment and health in order to explain how
‘environmental health’ could be readily worked into secondary HPE through
practices associated with gardening. To do this, she explicitly drew on multiple
discourses, or ‘discursive webs’ in her explanation of environmental health. While
she does talk about food, nutrition and being active (like many of the secondary HPE
teachers), she also draws on sustainability discourse which values learning about
where food comes from, what is involved in growing food and how knowledge about
food production fosters ‘a connection to the environment’. For Christine, gardening
ticked a number of HPE boxes – ‘being outdoors and active’, and the encouragement
of healthy food practices. She also describes gardening as a practical and meaningful
focus for the application of environmental health in HPE, where she can see the
potential for ‘skill’ development:
I know as a person who likes to garden I did notice in the new syllabus that
there was a section on gardening and I think that’s fabulous because (a) it's a
skill and I think we're big as PE teachers in developing skills, teaches kids to
be outdoors and be active, teaches them to grow their own food so you can
talk about nutrition to have a connection to the environment. If you grow it
you're more likely to use it and eat it. And to know where your food comes
from, exactly how hard it is to grow, how sometimes it doesn’t grow and you
realise they must have to use a lot of chemicals to make this grow and to get
it like it does. (Christine, 40 Secondary HPE Teacher of 19 years)
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Christine also explained that she was already someone who liked to garden at home,
which she felt had developed as a result of her father who ‘taught me to garden’. She
explained how gardening at home was a practice that made her smile – expressing
happiness and enjoyment. This was also contrasted with her own lack of excitement
about the prospect of ‘hiking up a hill’, despite having already identified the
‘outdoors’ as a great place to teach young people to be active:
I've just put 3 pots of herbs onto the back deck at home, and that’s made me
smile more in the last couple of weeks than hiking up a hill might, so I
suppose it's just the feeling like you’ve got something that’s nature close to
you I suppose. (Christine, 40 Secondary HPE Teacher of 19 years)
Like Christine, those who endorsed gardening as an environmental health practice,
generally expressed a high personal enjoyment of gardening themselves. In this
sense, gardening was a familiar practice, and associated with positive feelings.
Lynne, another secondary HPE teacher, also connected her own love of gardens,
advocating for gardening as a positive environmental health practice. However, in
contrast to Christine, Lynne drew more on sustainability and environmental
citizenship discourses. Lynne didn’t refer to gardening in a schooling sense, but
rather, referred to gardening as something that represented broader environmental
health connections – as a practice that made her feel healthy. She talked about ‘doing
what we can’ and using resources in a sustainable way, which she considered as
‘using it wisely’, in a responsible manner. However, Lynne also began to describe a
much more embodied connection, talking about gardening as a meaningful
environmental health practice that she experienced much enjoyment through, hinting
at an affective response, rather than one that was disembodied. Food also featured in
Lynne’s talk about gardening, however in contrast to Christine’s association of
gardening with learning about the nutritional value of food, in the example below,
Lynne talks about food swapping and sharing with others in her community as a
practice that makes her feel ‘herbal and healthy’:
I always walk past this house near me, their garden, I always think it's a
sustainable garden because it's growing herbs, and it's growing vegetables, it's
123

flowers, and it's really pretty to look at, but it's got more use than just one or
two - So it's not just for a visual manicured garden it's- Yeah, so it's
sustainable yeah. Using it wisely, using it for several purposes. I have chooks
in my backyard- We have herbs, we grow some vegetables, we swap eggs,
we give eggs to the next door neighbour and she gives us other fresh
vegetables. We do what we can. I feel very herbal and healthy sometimes
when it's like that. (Lynne, 48, Secondary HPE Teacher of 25 years)
Lynne speaks about her unique understanding of gardening as a practical connection
to health that draws more on a sense of sharing and community, rather than solely as
an individualistic practice for health gain. She also starts to talk, for the first time
through her interview process, from a much more embodied position, relating
directly to her enjoyable personal experiences, and interaction with the material; her
neighbour, herbs, vegetables, flowers, chooks and eggs. Similar to Christine, Lynne
drew on multiple discourses to construct gardening as an environmental health
practice.
While Lynne constructed her notions of environmental health by linking
sustainability discourse with practices of gardening, Jessica, a primary school teacher
with some experience of school-based gardens, was less certain about their value for
developing knowledge about food and promoting sustainable practices. Drawing
from her own experience, in the quote below, Jessica describes how in principle she
thought sustainability (and caring for the environment) and subsequently gardening
as an environmental health practice were very important, however, she was cynical
about how these ‘complex and confusing’ ideas played out in practice. She questions
her own understanding of this as she explains how she cannot see one small practice
doing much to counter larger environmental health issues:
I think a healthy environment and living sustainably are really important. But
I also think it’s really vague and it’s really broad, and it’s kind of also really
hard to see how you can make an effort, and make like a change. So it’s –
yeah, like obviously it screams importance and it’s like, “We need to protect
the world for future generations.” But like at the same time it’s like there’s
not just three steps you do and, ‘Yes, I’m healthy and sustainable’. So I think
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it’s like quite a hard like target kind of, like especially with young children,
like you can start introducing gardening spaces in schools – we have at ours like veggie gardens, or recycling and like compost and all those kind of like
small steps, but like what else can they do? Like they’re 7, they don’t really
have any other say over anything else that goes on. So how does like a 7 year
old cope with the complexities that could be involved in that sort of stuff,
yeah? And some of it is like such higher order, like just complicated ideas
and like complex – that’s just so far-fetched for like a child to understand or
be able to like connect to. (Jessica, 24, Primary Teacher of 3 years)
As suggested in the previous chapter, sustainability discourses have been identified
as potentially confusing for people to take up (Gibson et al., 2013; Petrucci, 2002)
and can be immobilising when individuals feel they are not actually making a
difference at a larger level than themselves. Jessica’s quote highlights this point,
critically challenging the taken for granted notion that sustainability is an easy or
straightforward practice with imaginable outcomes. She considers gardening to be a
form of environmental health practice, however, concedes that ‘it’s really vague and
it’s really broad, and it’s kind of also really hard to see how you can make an effort,
and make like a change’. Jessica’s questioning was the first explicit display of a level
of scepticism toward gardening that was not obvious in other participant responses.
In her commentary on school gardening, Jessica is clearly wrestling with the
contradictions and complexities associated with the values and practices that
characterise both environmental and health discourses, and are compounded when
the two are brought together. On one hand, young children may benefit and enjoy
working in and learning through gardening, on the other hand, claims that this will
change behaviours (especially of very young children) are, like many of the claims
for the efficacy of HPE in bringing about behaviour change, more hope than actuality
(see Gard and Pluim (2014), Leahy et al. (2016), for example). This questioning hints
at both the complexity of the discourses being drawn on by Jessica, but also the
potential for gardening to be taken up as part of a critical environmental health
education.
In marked contrast to explanations of gardening which drew on its value for learning
about food, health and/or sustainable practices, several of the participants drew on an
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entirely different discourse, but one which is also circulating in school discourse – in
this case in the area of behaviour management (Ruiz-Gallardo et al., 2013). When
asked to elaborate on initial definitions of environmental health, and to consider how
the environment and health might be connected within schools, gardening was given
as an example. In this case, the primary teachers quoted below attribute the benefits
of gardening within schools to its capacity to wear out dysfunctional students, so that
they were more compliant in classrooms. Generally, the participants who drew on
this discourse were less clear about how gardening related explicitly to health, and
were more likely to be primary generalist teachers than secondary HPE specialists.
For example:
We have a – at our School, there’s a really good garden so like a pretty
massive garden. So it’s good, they (the primary students) look after the goats
and the chickens and the, whatever else, – guinea pigs. There’s a teacher for it
though so I don’t have much to do with it. But I definitely know that they
enjoy it and they come back a bit worn out, a bit settled if nothing else. But
they enjoy doing it. It definitely has a place. (Noel, 25, Primary Teacher of 4
years)
They’re an environmental group and it’s just one hour a week but last year
they built veggie gardens and another group up there – a young group of kids
who were a bit dysfunctional in the classroom they built a huge scarecrow at
lunch time and things like that. (Shelly, 56, Primary Teacher of 28 years)
For Noel and Shelly, school gardens have a place, if only because the students enjoy
them and are made more manageable through their visit. In this way, school gardens
were regarded as perfect for those who are ‘not very academic’, or ‘a bit
dysfunctional’, to ‘keep them busy’ and out of ‘trouble’, as a non academic solution
to the ‘problem’ of the unruly child. Particularly, boys were considered as likely to
benefit from a school garden where teachers could manage poor behaviour and focus
on life skills development:
And even – like with a community garden, something I kind of want to
establish is even like a boys’ club or something like that, where students that
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are like misunderstood and don’t like really connect, like in a classroom, have
an outdoor space, have something else that they can go and do instead, like
you can all sit around a garden bed and like plant things and be talking about
how to make friends, or be like talking about respect and those kind of things.
But they’re not intimidated, they’re not sitting there like this one on one
situation with a teacher, but where it’s like a neutral environment where they
can be creative, they can like – they get to use their hands, they get to like
touch the earth, do those kind of things and give them that opportunity where
they’re not stuck indoors, they’re not being grilled about academic stuff like
maths or English or whatever, but some life skills. (Jessica, 24, Primary
Teacher of 3 years)
Although Jessica’s quote above clearly comes from a place of caring for her students,
as Gruenewald (2004) argues, when we promote outdoor and environmental learning
spaces as a tool to cope with behaviour management ‘problems’, or to increase
student academic performance in other academic KLAs, we are reinforcing the idea
that spaces such as gardens, which fall ‘outside’ the classroom walls, are for certain
‘types’ of students only. By doing so we are sustaining a hierarchy of academic
subjects in schooling, and further marginalising ‘the environment’ as a powerful
health education space in its own right.
5.6.2

Food discourses: Vegan and vegetarian lifestyles

Talk about ‘food’ in connection with environmental health came up in several
interviews. Two generalist primary and three specialist secondary HPE teachers
talked about the lifestyle choices they made related to food, to exemplify and further
explain their understanding of environmental health. These participants described
their choices to live a vegan or vegetarian ‘lifestyle’ (as opposed to just a ‘diet’) as a
way of negotiating what they perceived to be ethical tensions and overlapping
environmental and health priorities. Some of the participants explained their choice
to be vegan as being predominantly for health reasons, whereas for others it was for
environmental reasons; others combined both ideas to explain their own or their
understanding of others’ choices. However, central to these explanations, were
discussions about the role, place and practices associated with food, in particular,
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reasons for refusing to eat meat or in some cases any animal products. For example,
Genevieve in the quote below describes how through conversations with family
members she has come to understand the relationships between food and the
environment which influence vegan and vegetarian practices:
So my sister and her husband are vegans, and so that sort of has changed my
mind on the environment and health quite a bit, because they're teaching me a
lot about the way that we eat, like from poor animal treatment to just the
general production of food and plants and that sort of thing. And so a lot of it
has influenced my sort of wider, like, beliefs on like the environment and on
health and what foods I choose to eat. So, I guess that sort of lifestyle, like
veganism and people that I know that are vegetarians as well. Some people
just do it because they want to be healthy and it you know helps, it's a skin
thing for them or what not. And other people you know want to do it because
of the beliefs that are behind it and the animal treatment, or both or because
they’ve heard meat gives you cancer, it can give you cancer you know, all
that sort of stuff. (Genevieve, 24, Primary Teacher of 2 years)
Genevieve, in the quote above, draws on a range of food discourses to explain her
understanding of environmental health. Veganism is positioned as a logical choice
that individuals make to represent either/or both environmental and health
citizenship. The concern for being a ‘good’ environmental citizen manifests in
moralised practices of the self. Her quote illustrated how a kind of ‘moral/ethical
stance is taken, which contends that eating meat is both harmful for the environment
and an abuse of humans’ power over other animals’ (Petersen & Lupton, 2000, p.
99). Petersen and Lupton (2000) point out, that the practices one must participate in
to claim veganism as a lifestyle is quite extensive, regulating both relationships with
food and bodily conduct.
While Genevieve is only new to the practice of veganism, another participant, Olivia,
who had been a vegetarian and then a vegan for some years, was much more explicit
about moral, spiritual and karmic obligation to do what is ‘right’:
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Physically, I try to eat quite healthily. I’m a vegan, so I obviously have high
intakes of vegetables, fruits – food that is good for my body, and try to not
have as much sugar or fat or alcohol - I don’t smoke – any of those sorts of
bad things. There are a number of different reasons though. The first reason
was ethically – once I found out about the way that animals were treated
within factory farms that really went against the way that I feel about
animals. You can’t – I don’t feel like I could say that I was an animal lover
anymore whilst eating animals that were treated that poorly. It also ties in
with my views, which is that as beings we’re all equal and that we should not
cause harm to other beings, because that causes bad karma. (Olivia, 25,
Secondary HPE Teacher of 5 years)
In the quote above, Olivia draws on multiple discourses to construct her
understanding of veganism as an environmentally healthy lifestyle choice. Olivia
draws on notions of healthism – that is, that food choices (avoiding foods that put
your health at risk) are a part of taking responsibility for one’s body. Simultaneously,
Olivia also draws on an animal cruelty discourse to construct moral and ethical links
between the treatment of animals and karmic outcomes. All of these discursive
resources come together to constitute her subjectivity in relation to environmental
health and associated food practices.
A key aspect of participants turning to multiple discourses, was the bolstering of
arguments by drawing on apparently coherent sets of discourses, or as in Jessica’s
case, demonstrating uncertainty by juxtaposing opposing discourses. In the former
cases, certainty about particular positions – for example, veganism – was assembled
by the ‘construction of reports in such a way that they avoid appearing like invested,
biased or somehow motivated accounts of reality’ (Sneijder & Te Molder, 2005, p.
676). Constructing her ‘reports’ in this way enabled Olivia her to justify her
subjectivities around food and vegan lifestyles, by drawing on multiple discursive
resources to strengthen her position without appearing biased or contradictory.
Sneijder and Te Molder (2005) argue, that ‘issues of blame and accountability are
[then able to be] typically performed not by overt attributions, but through apparently
straightforward descriptions of the world as it is’ (p. 676). For example, Olivia’s
description about the ‘world as it is’ is constructed around the binaries of good/bad
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as they relate to food practices and lifestyle choices. In this way, Olivia constructs
environmental health understandings by using a range of discursive webs and devises
to objectify her claims as ‘truth’. This also makes possible the conditions for blame
to be levelled at those not choosing the ‘logical’ option. Olivia begins one of her
statements by broadly saying ‘you can’t’, but then quickly corrects herself by
softening her judgement, adding ‘I don’t feel like I could say’ that I was an animal
lover anymore whilst eating animals that were treated that poorly. Ultimately, in her
example of environmental health, Olivia draws on food discourses, amid others, and
emphasises the message that veganism equates to good health, good environmental
practice and therefore positive Karmic return. Of note, Olivia, was one of the original
examples provided in the previous chapter who talked about environmental health
predominantly through the environmental crisis discourse. Here we can see how the
crisis discourse gives authority to her claims at truth, and manifests in her personal
everyday food practices. Essentially, the discourse of environmental crisis becomes
Olivia’s rational for personal practices of being vegan.
5.6.3

Spaces for thinking ‘otherwise’ about environmental health

The examples above of the varied ways that gardening and food discourses were
taken up by the teachers, illustrate how there are spaces for thinking about
environmental health that are not solely aligned to those dominant discourses
previously outlined. While discourses of risk, crisis, and healthism still appear to be
the dominant discursive resources for teachers to turn to in order to conceptualise
environmental health, gardening and food discourses also highlight ‘other’ options,
that destabilise the previous ‘certainties’. These are the discursive webs that Waitt
(2010) signals when he suggests researchers remain attuned to any ambiguities in
texts, in order to highlight how discourses can be inconsistently taken up in a manner
that can provide other ways of thinking about taken for granted knowledge. Although
these discursive webs highlight how discourses can be taken up in ‘messy’ ways, I
argue that this is not necessarily a bad thing. Rather, it highlights the potential for
environmental health knowledge and ideas that are not as ‘institutionalised’ within
health education, and that present opportunity for flexibility and thinking ‘otherwise’
which is something to be celebrated in a critical environmental health education.
Ultimately these discursive webs provide a space where the boundaries of what
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knowledge ‘counts’ is less defined, and it is these blurred boundaries that can go
somewhere towards expanding the possibilities for thinking and doing environmental
health education in HPE.
5.7

The challenge: Dominant educative discourse

As outlined in previous chapters of this thesis, a significant issue restraining the
conditions of possibility for environmental health in HPE is the prominence of a
dominant educative discourse which promotes a hierarchy of key learning areas such
as literacy and numeracy (Gruenewald, 2004). This discourse, according to
Gruenewald (2004), effectively silences all ‘fringe’ subjects in education, one of
which is likely to be environmental health. The power of this discourse was evident
in teachers’ responses. They drew on the discourse to support their assumption that
environmental health was not likely to be considered a high priority in relation to
‘other’ learning areas. However, when the participants were asked directly if they
thought young people needed to learn about environmental health most indicated that
it was an important and relevant issue in HPE; seventeen of the 24 teachers
suggested it should be given more priority in schooling. Olivia, a secondary HPE
teacher, who has already been identified as holding a strong pro-environment
discursive position for example, in the quote below looks hopefully to the new HPE
syllabus to allow for a deeper exploration of the topic:
Yeah, so I think it’s definitely incredibly important, and I think the awareness
around it is starting to increase. In the old syllabus there was very little in
terms of the environment and health and things like that. I think that it would
be really good if we – if it was a greater part of the syllabus, if it had a greater
place in the syllabus, really we could start to explore it a little bit more
instead of going “Oh, we’ve got to rush through this other content,” we could
really dedicate more time to it and explain to the kids what the place of
environment is in their health. So, what the benefits are of a connection with
the environment, or the natural world. (Olivia, 25, Secondary HPE Teacher of
5 years)
For most of the teachers who valued environmental health, ‘time’ was the issue,
limiting the possibilities for environmental health in their own teaching. This was
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evident in comments such as, ‘It’s a priority to me, but you have so much to teach
and never enough time’ and ‘I don’t feel in my role, or in my school, that there is
enough time to actually create lessons on this sort of stuff... and that’s depressing’. In
this way, time became the biggest issue for participants being able to explore
environmental health within their own teaching, which then manifested in their
structural decisions of curriculum choices.
For the primary teachers, teaching about environmental health was viewed as
‘impossible’ under what they felt was immense pressure and accountability to have
students perform well in more highly valued areas of education such as literacy and
numeracy. The primary teachers described how they felt very accountable to
superiors such as principals, and even the general public, to ensure students focused
on Maths and English at the expense of time for other ‘fringe subjects’ (Gruenewald,
2004). The following quotes from Noel and Katrina are examples of how primary
teachers drew on the dominant educative discourse to explain the low priority
accorded to environmental health in the curriculum and in practice:
No, I don’t think it’s made a priority. I think too much emphasis is placed on
getting students achieving in Math and English, to achieve NAPLAN results
and to obviously further your school in that aspect. I feel that I have to get my
kids to a certain standard, being a year 2 teacher, to have them ready to go
into year 3 to get that sort of knowledge, get them ready for NAPLAN, I feel
that I need to direct so much and integrate that so much, rather than focusing
on other things that I also find important. Like the pressures from the school...
the principals, or the school places on achieving those English and Maths
results and nothing else is really taken into account. (Noel, 25, Primary
Teacher of 4 years)
No I don’t think so, because there's so much emphasis on teaching literacy
and numeracy these days that there's just, I guess they're the subjects that are
left behind. So when something’s got to go it's not going to be literacy or
numeracy, it's going to be HSIE or PDHPE, Art, those sorts of things.
(Katarina, 29, Primary Teacher of 6 years)
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While the primary teachers related their time pressure to the teaching of literacy and
numeracy, the secondary HPE teachers tended to attribute time pressure to teaching a
‘crowded curriculum’ that required coverage of a vast range of health related
priorities for young people. As a result, many of the secondary teachers felt that other
health priorities took more of their teaching focus, such as the physical aspects of
health. The secondary teachers also described a low level of priority for
environmental health in HPE to a lack of explicit environmental health syllabus
content; it was not familiar territory and the culture of teaching what has always been
done seemed to be a powerful barrier. These issues are made explicit in the following
quotes:
I think it should be important. But I really haven’t taught it much, so I would
say it’s maybe not so much of a priority, no. I suppose there’s just so much
else to cover in the subject, that the content is just so vast and wide, and
there’s so much to get across. I suppose there is opportunity for it in there, but
then it’s not so much specifically stated in curriculum, so probably unlikely to
happen. (Josephine, 27, Secondary HPE Teacher of 6 years)
It’s just another thing to add into the subject when there’s nothing really
dropping off, nothing is being taken out. More keeps coming in, and not
much leaving so it is – even if it was your personality or interest to be
outdoorsy and environmentally – teaching environmental health type content
I guess, you wouldn’t really have time because the pressures from the
crowded subject, pressures from, even as a young teacher there’s pressures
from other teachers to teach like they do. (Charlie, 28, Secondary HPE
Teacher of 5 years)
While there was unanimous support for the value of teaching about environmental
health, both the primary and secondary teachers did not expect this to be a priority in
the current context of schooling in Australia. Drawing on dominant educative
discourse, the teachers described time pressures, accountability to a hierarchy of
other key learning areas, a crowded curriculum and lack of explicit ‘environmental
health’ syllabus content as the main reasons why they felt it was unlikely they would
pursue ‘environmental health’ in their teaching. These results suggest that a
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dominant educative discourse, which locates teaching and learning about areas such
as the environment and health low in the hierarchy of school subjects, is likely to
close off the conditions of possibility for even starting to think or talk about how we
might ‘do’ environmental health in HPE schooling.
5.8

Silence as discourse: What wasn’t talked about

According to Waitt (2010), ‘becoming attuned to silences in your texts is as
important as being aware of what is present’ (p. 235). While some discourses have
the power to silence ‘other’ ways of knowing the world (as highlighted in the
previous chapter), the silences within texts reminds us as researchers that ‘silences
are as productive as explicit naming; invisibility can have just as powerful effects as
visibility’ (Rose, 2001, as cited in Waitt, 2010, p. 235).
When looking back through the multiple discourses that the teachers drew on to
speak about environmental health, what became apparent were the discrepancies
between those dominant discourses that were identified in the previous genealogical
analysis and the discourses that were actually turned to by the teachers interviewed in
this study. While there were obvious links made to discourses such as healthism,
crisis and citizenship, most of the teachers did not turn to traditional notions of
‘environmental health’, in terms of toxicity, or ‘the hazardous effects of
environmental exposures, such as toxic chemicals, radiation and biological and
physical agents’ (Frumkin, 2001, p. 234), nor did they refer explicitly to public
health agendas citing ‘ green space’ as a link to psychological wellbeing. Also absent
from discussions were the possibilities for environmental health to be considered in
any critical capacity. While some of the ‘dominant discourses’ are clearly not yet
being taken up from policy and institutional texts to shape teachers’ environmental
and health subjectivities, the reasons behind this are beyond the scope of this thesis.
However, this does draw attention to some of the emerging discursive resources that
are available for thinking, which are not yet so rigidly ‘taken for granted’ that they
limit the conditions of possibility for thinking about environmental health. They are
not ‘certainties’ that make thinking about ‘other’ knowledge impossible.
In addition, almost completely absent from the teacher talk on environmental health
were references to those previously (through the genealogical analysis) identified
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subjugated knowledges. Spiritual discourses, while largely absent from the initial
descriptions of health, and then specifically environmental health, did emerge in
some capacity late in the interview process (the analysis of this is described and dealt
with in the following chapter). However, Indigenous Australian concepts linking
health and the environment, such as connecting to Country, were further confirmed
through analysis of the teacher interviews to be a knowledge space that is silenced.
Only one teacher out of all 24 participants mentioned Indigenous concepts of any
kind as a link to environmental health. Anna, a generalist primary teacher, spoke
about how she included Aboriginal perspectives into her teaching, predominantly as
a way of addressing environmental awareness and an appreciation of the ‘outdoor’
environment. However, in the following quote she describes how she also began to
consider ‘health’ as a concept in this context, through a unit she taught on ‘journeys’:
I’ve got some very good Indigenous mates who I’ve worked with for many
years. And I’ve spent a lot of time with the elder’s local to our area. I work in
a school with about a 20% Indigenous population and one of the girls that
was working there was a similar age to me, she was an Indigenous girl. And it
just sort of - Indigenous perspectives were really supported by that situation I
found myself in. Like, this current year we did a whole literacy six week unit
based on journeys. That was how we started our outdoor environmental stuff
with the kids, and I think it’s why they respected the environment so much
because it was done in an Indigenous setting. And the first story they were
told by an Indigenous lady was our local dreaming story... (Anna, 35, Primary
Teacher of 15 years)
Anna then continued to elaborated further, by drawing on multiple discourses to
constitute her understanding of the work that was taking place within her unit on
journeys. As she continued, the links to Indigenous knowledge as a way of thinking
about environmental and health connections became less clear. While she framed the
work as being linked within an Indigenous setting, she also went on to describe much
more Western understandings of the environment and health, explaining how the unit
of work enabled students ‘being able to be healthy outside’, not to ‘just play video
games’:
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...The unit was also making the kids aware of where they are and not just
situating them in a classroom. The school backed onto beautiful places, and
to make the kids aware of their local surrounds, and being able to be healthy
outside and being able to have fun and experience life - not just play video
games, was really important for myself and the team of people I was working
with. Quite often I’d get the kids to tell me what they’d learnt outside and
often you’d get statements back along the lines of - I can be healthy outside
or the outside makes me breathe easier. And they became really self-aware in
the outdoors environment, and they became resilient, which I think made
them more mentally healthy - I suppose you could call it. (Anna, 35, Primary
Teacher of 15 years)
Anna links the ‘beautiful’ ‘outdoors’, with activity, fun and health, rather than
Indigenous knowledge within the unit. She also connects ideas of being active in the
outdoors to mental health. Anna’s description of the unit of work is an example of
how multiple discourses are being drawn on, and how her other subjectivities come
into play when ‘health’ is explicitly invoked. The example also points to how hard it
seems to be for teachers to think about the relationship between ‘health’, Country
and non-Aboriginal people. Rather when Anna talks about health specifically in
relation to the environment, it is in terms of the health-giving properties of the
‘outdoors’, beautiful places that facilitate activity, which in turn promotes mental
health. In this way she justifies the unit through perceived benefits to the class by
turning to psychological constructs, explaining that her students ‘became really selfaware in the outdoors environment, and they became resilient, which I think made
them more mentally healthy’.
In this way, Anna begins to justify her position and work in the unit, by returning to
those dominant medical discourses and psychological understandings of what health
might mean. This result suggests that there are not the resources available for
teachers of HPE to draw on in order to make sense of such possibilities and
connections, beyond what is offered by those dominant medical and scientific
discourses. As outlined earlier in this thesis, Indigenous ways of knowing are
commonly overlooked in current health agendas (Green & Minchin, 2014). This
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aligns with the findings in this research, where only one participant brought up - and
then very tangentially - such concepts into her explanation of environmental health.
5.9

Teacher confidence: ‘Just Google it’

Despite the struggle for many teachers to initially talk about or define environmental
health, almost all those interviewed expressed considerable assurance when asked if
they would feel comfortable to teach a unit on environmental health in their school.
In 21 out of 24 interviews, the participants presented a 'can do' attitude. They
indicated that: they felt ‘confident’ to ‘have a go’; they ‘kn[o]w a lot about
environmental health’; and they had the skills to find resources should they need
them, to assist in the delivery of the hypothetical unit of work. The below responses
are typical of the answers that most of the teachers gave to this question:
I wouldn’t feel any discomfort. Yeah, I think it would be pretty easy, pretty
doable. I don’t think there are many things we don’t do - we delve into a lot
of things in health education. I’ve never really had any topics that I’m
uncomfortable with. And I don’t think it’s a too controversial a topic, and I
think, at a high school level, what you’re going to do is raise awareness of the
issue and get kids thinking and formulating opinions. So I don’t think it’s too
controversial, I wouldn’t be uncomfortable teaching that. (Robert, 42,
Secondary HPE Teacher of 20 years)
I would, yeah. We probably teach it more than what we think because
obviously in our subject - it’s a dynamic subject when everything’s always
changing - it’s a changing environment whether it’s a new issue in sport or a
new health initiative that’s being introduced things like that so
subconsciously, there’s probably areas where you’re doing it already sort of
thing, so yeah. (Bianca, Secondary HPE Teacher of 5 years)
For the secondary HPE teachers, the requirement that they cover a wide range of
health topics and that they often had to embrace new topics with which they had little
experience, provided then with the means to take on environmental health with little
formal preparation. For the primary teachers, teaching across a number of subject
areas, adding another one was judged to be well within their capabilities:
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Definitely. You teach lots of weird things to Year 2 kids. You get quite good
at impromptu stuff that comes up. (Jessica, 24, Primary Teacher of 3 years)
Yeah, absolutely. I don’t mind, whatever I've got to teach, I'm fairly
comfortable teaching so if it's there and it's part of the curriculum and I've got
something to go off or I've got something to go and research myself to keep
my students informed. Yeah it doesn’t really faze me. (Kylie, 29, Primary
Teacher of 6 years)
This confidence is perhaps remarkable given that most of the teachers – both primary
and secondary – would have received little to no formal training on the topic.
However, it is also cause for optimism, given most of the teachers at the beginning of
the interview struggled to define ‘environmental health’.
The three teachers who responded with some hesitation or doubt about teaching
environmental health in their classrooms, acknowledged their lack of knowledge
about the topic and how they might teach it:
I wouldn’t necessarily feel equipped to go in and teach a unit, no, but I would
feel comfortable going in and starting a discussion about it. Because, I have a
very narrow – well not very, but I have a semi narrow view of what it is at
myself, so I don’t feel like I have the – enough knowledge to be able to then
go and give that to the students. (Josephine, 27, Secondary HPE Teacher of 6
years)
No I wouldn’t feel overly comfortable, cause I could get onto the internet and
find all the information in the world, but you want to know what you're
teaching will actually not just be knowledge, but will impact on attitudes and
behaviours, and I'm not sure that I know what that education is for young
people with this topic. I don't know how we impact in terms of getting that
message across to them? (Christine, 40 Secondary HPE Teacher of 19 years)
I just don’t really know what, yeah what I would teach about, what content I
would teach about, I don’t really know, I wouldn’t know where to go for
resources to teach it. (Kate, 38, Secondary HPE Teacher of 16 years)
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The quotes above are perhaps more reflective responses. These secondary teachers
seem to recognise the complexity of teaching about environmental health and, unlike
Robert’s assessment of its non sensitive nature, that it is not a straightforward area,
but riddled with controversy.
For those who were confident in teaching the topic, the internet was the most often
nominated source of information; Google was nominated as the ‘go to’ resource for
finding the answers to any questions they had about environmental health. For
example:
I’d search environmental health on Google and see what comes up.
(Genevieve, 24, Primary Teacher of 2 years)
Yeah, Google. Yeah I would be - I'd do a lot of research on Google and see
what I could come up with and put it together from there. (Kylie, 29, Primary
Teacher of 6 years)
Probably start at Pinterest or something - get the kids engaged in it a little bit.
Find out what maybe their interests are a little bit maybe too? Yeah, find out
what they know, start from there. And then I would just Google it. (Noel, 25,
Primary Teacher of 4 years)
While Bianca also stated she would ‘Google’ the topic to find out more information,
she also explained why she felt this was her main, or only, real option:
Obviously first things first it’s the internet. We Google everything. You know
what we say there’s lots of resources out there for teachers but they’re not
very easily accessible and they don’t come around very often. So if I was
interested in teaching environmental health in my classroom, I’d be looking
around. Is there any professional development? Probably not. Is there
anything being run by local education institutions like the Uni’s or local
schools? Yeah, probably not. I probably would just use the internet, maybe
ask around, and that would be the extent of it. (Bianca, Secondary HPE
Teacher of 5 years)
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In the quote above, Bianca begins to question the lack of resources available to
teachers to enable them to confidently approach a topic such as environmental health
within their teaching. She is not aware of any existing professional development or
education related to environmental health, so would attempt to ask around, but end
up feeling compelled to use her only other known resource, which is the internet.
This comment highlights both the lack of resources for teachers to draw on (beyond
the internet), but also identifies the main avenues that teachers might consider as
accessible sources for environmental health information, that of professional
development and courses run by schools and universities. This points to areas for
development in providing teachers with access to environmental health information,
that extends beyond the internet, or ‘Google it’ response.
Although they still referred to ‘the internet’ and ‘Google’ as main resources, only
two people referred to actual syllabus or curriculum documents as a resource they
would turn to:
The net I suppose would be the first port of call, or I could check what
syllabus documents we had. (Paul, 48, Primary Teacher of 26 years)
I don’t think you can go past the internet, but I would look at the syllabus and
have a look at the dot points and try and figure out where they would all fit in
and stuff, and yeah getting curriculum support and stuff like that. (Maddie,
24, Secondary HPE Teacher of 2 years)
Whereas the majority of responses were very general in referring to ‘the internet’ and
‘Google’ as a generic resource, two of the participants referred more specifically to
websites that they considered to be ‘reputable’ sources of information that they could
tap into - the World Health Organisation (WHO) and Greenpeace Australia websites:
Oh well certainly the internet, but like I tell all the kids, you're not just going
to, everything you see on the net you're going to trust – so I'd go to reputable
sites. Yeah from the World Health Organisation certainly, a lot of bits and
pieces that come from our syllabus that we always talk about link to the
World Health Organisation - so sites connected with that. (Lynne, 48,
Secondary HPE Teacher of 25 years)
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Okay. Well, I’d go straight to the internet probably and do like quite a lot of
deep research there. Maybe – I guess I’d go with some of the more reputable
organisations, like Greenpeace or – organisations that I know of. (Olivia, 25,
Secondary HPE Teacher of 5 years)
However, these responses can be regarded as somewhat problematic if they are the
only ‘default’ resources available for thinking about environmental heath. Websites,
such as the World Health Organisation and Greenpeace Australia, which are most
likely to come up for both specific and general searches for ‘environmental health’
provide standpoints constituted by discourses of crisis and risk. While environmental
or health crisis/risk are important standpoints, and ones that shouldn’t be discounted,
I have argued in chapter 4, and elsewhere in this thesis, that this should not be the
only condition of possibility available for teachers to imagine the environmental
health space. Most of the other teachers who were unable to elaborate on exactly
what they would be ‘Googling’ for when searching for environmental health
resources, only indicated that they would ‘see what came up’ from there. There was
no mention of any specific websites or authorities to which they might turn. In this
case it is highly likely that they too, would tend to draw on resources that align with
dominant notions of environmental health, being those of risk and crisis. This points
to the need for teachers to be able to critically assess resources, and also to the need
for professional development that takes a step back and interrogates the way the
environmental health space is constituted.
5.10 Conclusion
In this Chapter, I draw on the notion that the self can be constituted in and through
the discourses in which we participate, in order to identify ‘positions in discourse’, or
the discursive resources that teachers of HPE draw on, in order to speak about
environmental health in the interview process. When first asked to define ‘health’,
there was an obvious absence of recognition from many of the teachers that ‘the
environment’ might be considered a health space at all. Following this, when asked
to define ‘environmental health’, both the generalist primary and HPE secondary
teachers in this study struggled to talk about ‘environmental health’ as a concept.
This is not surprising, considering the lack of a strong tradition in HPE linking
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concepts of the environment and health together. The absence of a strong tradition
explicitly linking the fields of the environment and health in HPE means that
educators are potentially left without the language or resources to imagine
environmental health education, or to explore the opportunities the concept presents.
When encouraged to persist beyond the struggle to articulate meanings of
environmental health, many of the participants turned to dominant risk and neoliberal
discourses as the main resource for speaking within the interview process. This
suggests that for those teachers, entrusted with the teaching of HPE in primary and
secondary schools, it is likely to be difficult to link the ‘environment’ and ‘health’
without the resources or language to help them articulate a relationship in ways that
go beyond the dominant risk and neoliberal discourses, thereby reproducing the
‘certainties’ of environmental crisis, healthism and responsible citizenship. As some
critical health and environmental researchers have pointed out, these dominant
narratives can be considered problematic for the ways they can develop confusion
and environmental apathy (Strife, 2010), along with health practices that promote
feelings of shame, guilt and self-surveillance (Welch & Wright, 2011). My concern
is that the lack of a strong knowledge tradition explicitly linking the environment and
health together in HPE could result in the reproduction of dominant discourses that
are possibly harmful, limiting the potential of environmental health education to
narratives of risk, fear, blame and guilt.
While this chapter suggests that generalist primary and specialist secondary HPE
teachers predominantly draw on healthism discourses, along with dominant notions
of risk and environmental crisis to construct their meanings of environmental health,
it also highlights how emerging gardening and food discourses were drawn on by
both groups of teachers as examples of environmental health. The ways that
participants drew on discursive webs to talk about gardens and vegan lifestyles
demonstrated some of the flexibility and complexities for thinking about the
environmental health space. However, these discourses were not taken up by all
individuals, nor were they taken up in the same way, with the same meanings.
Recognising the discursive webs, and less ‘fixed’ or ‘institutionalised’ talk,
highlights discursive conditions of possibility for talking about environmental health
that open up new ways of thinking about environmental health in HPE. According to
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Welch (2013), in this sense, the multiple ways that ‘language, culture, and political
systems’ can be drawn on to represent ‘truths’ - in this case about the environment
and health - has implications for both future enactments of health education in
schooling, but also offers ways to consider how individuals might engage
‘differently’, in ideas of the environment and health (p. 71).
Also, being attuned to the silences within the textual data revealed that almost
completely absent from the teacher talk of environmental health, were references to
those earlier identified dominant discourses, such as notions of ‘toxity’ and ‘green
space’, but also to Indigenous Australian concepts linking health and the
environment, such as connecting to Country. This was identified as a subjugated
knowledge space in the previous genealogy chapter, and can be further confirmed to
be a knowledge space that is silenced, through analysis of the teacher interviews.
While this chapter highlights some of the dominant, emerging, and absent discourses
that teachers turn to when talking about environmental health, many of the
participants felt that although environmental health was important and should be
considered a priority in HPE schooling, they also consistently drew on dominant
educative discourse to speak about the challenges or limitations for ‘doing’
environmental health at all. If teachers are telling us that they feel there isn’t even the
possibility of beginning a discussion of environmental health in HPE, then
‘environmental health’ is likely to remain a silenced knowledge space, in the margins
of our field. However, in the next chapter, I argue that the story does not finish here.
Realising how difficult it was for teachers of HPE to move beyond both the struggle,
and dominant risk and neoliberal discourses, I was encouraged to look elsewhere in
order to find resources that would aid teachers in thinking about this space.
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CHAPTER 6: EMBODIED HISTORIES
6.1

Introduction

In the previous chapter, I outlined the main discursive resources that teachers of HPE
drew on to talk about environmental health. In their initial responses to the question
of what is ‘environmental health’ almost all of the participants responded from a
‘teacher’ or professional perspective, even though they were not actually asked to do
so. This was perhaps unsurprising, given that the participants expected to be
interviewed about an educational topic related to their profession. What was
surprising, however, was how the majority of conversations transformed once
participants were encouraged to think more broadly about environmental health
beyond their professional identity. The participants’ responses began to draw on
more descriptive language related to their personal experiences. These responses
challenged many of the dominant risk and neoliberal discourses they had drawn on
earlier in their interviews. Indeed, some participants, who initially struggled with
their responses and subsequently drew on discourses of environmental crisis,
healthism, and citizenship, started to describe alternate meanings of environmental
health by drawing on personal encounters with more-than-human nature (Gibbs,
2009). Such ways of speaking about environmental health tended to occur towards
the end of the interview, when participants were pushed to provide personal
examples of their environmental health understandings.
In this chapter, Embodied Histories, I argue that these cumulative embodied
experiences emerged as an alternate condition of possibility for thinking about
environmental health. In doing so, I also contribute to answering the final research
question: What discursive, material and embodied resources do teachers of HPE
draw on to conceptualise environmental health? The examples provided by
participants were characterised by descriptions of sensory engagement with the
world and subsequent affective responses, including details of ‘special places’, time
shared with ‘family and friends’, encounters with ‘entities’, experiences that were
characterised as ‘restorative’ of wellbeing, and imbued with connections that were
sometimes deeply spiritual. By theorizing embodied encounters through a posthuman (Malone, 2015, 2016), new-materialist lens (Barad, 2003, 2007), I
demonstrate how the participants’ corporeal knowledge, developed through
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embodied experiences, has the potential to assist teachers in formulating less
institutionalised environmental health understandings. I argue that these encounters
with more-than-human nature can serve as alternatives to those dominant discourses
that invoke problematic risk, fear and crisis responses. Embodied histories can act as
a valuable condition of possibility for an environmental health education that is
reflective of complex environmental and health interactions, rather than continuing to
reproduce those dominant discourses in HPE that render environmental health as
invisible.
6.2
6.2.1

Theoretical resources
Embodied experiences

During the analysis of the interviews with primary and secondary teachers, I realised
that when encouraged to think from a more personal perspective, the participants in
my study spoke about environmental health in a very different way to that in the
earlier stages of their interviews. This prompted me to search for tools that would
help explain what was happening and why this was so. Drawing on post-structural
theory and the work of Foucault in the previous chapter facilitated an exploration of
the discursive resources the teachers drew on to talk about environmental health.
However, something else was required to help make sense of the bodily encounters
the participants described and the emotions they associated with these, when
encouraged to describe their personal experiences of environmental health.
By focussing on embodiment, and using this concept theoretically as a basis for
exploring participants’ talk of environmental health, a very different picture emerged
in how teachers were explaining their conceptualisations. As discussed in earlier
chapters of this thesis, the concept of embodiment explains how lived bodily
experiences ‘can be central in memories of our lives, and therefore our understanding
of who and what we are’ (Connell, 2005, p. 53). The self and subjectivity can then be
understood as embodied, where emotion, ‘desires, dreams and ambivalence – and
accumulating life histories shape how subject positions are negotiated and
subjectivity is fashioned’ (McLeod & Yates, 2006, p. 87). Within the field of
sociology, the body has in the past been criticised as lacking a real presence
(lisahunter & emerald, 2016), despite our ‘experience of life (being) inevitably
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mediated through our bodies’ (Shilling, 1993, p. 24). According to lisahunter and
emerald (2016) this recognition has now:
Stimulated a plethora of research attempting to recognise corporeality by
situating the body as central to theory and practice. ‘Embodiment’ as a
concept, dissolves the distinction between body and mind ... recognising that
knowledge is not something that resides only in the mind, rather, that
knowing is embedded in embodied practices. For sociologists this was a
significant shift from describing the world through social structures and/or
interaction towards the recognition of other factors including materiality, and
biological processes. (lisahunter & emerald, 2016, p. 31)
Embodied practices, or ‘experiences’ were what many participants in this study
turned toward to help them explain what environmental health meant to them beyond
that associated with their teaching identity. Some scholars also argue, however, that
ways of knowing the body and experience, ‘are not simply embodied … rather they
are contingent on a complex ecology of social, material, affective and sensory
environmental processes’ (Pink, 2011, p. 353). From an analysis of the interviews it
was evident that the experiences participants described were recalled through sensory
engagement with the world around them that, in turn, elicited affective responses,
forming the basis for strong memories – or embodied histories. This is distinct from
many modern variations of ‘experiential learning’ theory that are promoted in
outdoor and environmental education contexts, which commonly neglect the role of
the fleshy affective body in experience and learning (Somerville, 2006). Rather,
proponents argue that experiential learning is often proposed as a reflective process,
where the ‘lofty rational mind excavates messy bodily experience’ in order to
assemble knowledge (Somerville, 2006, p. 40).
6.2.2

Sensory engagement with material phenomenon

Sensory ethnographers have long taken up the notion of embodiment, arguing ‘that
all human experience is mediated via the body and thus the senses’ (Sunderland,
Bristed, Gudes, Boddy, & Da Silva, 2012, p. 1057). As a fundamental aspect of
embodied experience, the opportunity for multi-sensory engagement with material
phenomenon has rarely been explored in health education – particularly in the
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context of environmental health. However, when drawing on memories to provide
examples of environmental health, the participants in my study continuously spoke
about sensory awareness and engagement with the more-than-human world around
them.
In their paper titled, Sensory Narratives: Capturing Embodiment in Narratives of
Movement, Sport, Leisure and Health, the authors lisahunter and emerald (2016)
explore sensory narratives as forms that capture embodiment in rich ways. Their
work describes how, as researchers, we can ‘capture, analyse and represent storied
worlds in embodied ways, and how to capture sensed and embodied experiences in
narrative’ (lisahunter & emerald, 2016, p. 28). The authors propose that by drawing
from ‘sensory ethnography’ and focussing our attention on the senses – sight, sound,
touch, taste and smell (at least as a starting point) - what they refer to as ‘sensory
narratives’, we can expand our understanding of the role that ‘experience’ plays
within the fields of not only physical education, but also health education (lisahunter
& emerald, 2016, p. 30).
Adding a post-human, new-materialist lens then places an emphasis on agency, not
as something possessed by human actors, but rather an enactment, that is distributed
over both human and non-human phenomenon (Barad, 2007). According to Barad
(2003), human bodies in their full physicality and atoms of being are not that
different from non-human bodies. She argues that:
Nature is neither a passive surface awaiting the mark of culture nor the end
product of cultural performances. The belief that nature is mute and
immutable and that all prospects for significance and change reside in culture
is a reinscription of the nature/culture dualism that feminists have actively
contested. (p. 827)
Plants, water, ecosystems, objects and forces - all became significant in
understanding how beliefs are formed around human and more-than human
relationships and how participants in this study engaged their senses, with the
material and more-than human phenomena.
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6.2.3

Affective responses to sensory engagement
What constitutes an affective response is hugely complex, and is in part the
result of an embodied history to which and with which the body reacts.
(Probyn, 2004, p. 29)

In describing personal experiences of environmental health, the participants’ sensory
engagement with the material and more-than-human phenomena in their
environments became a catalyst for affective responses. lisahunter and emerald
(2016) refer to these links as ‘sensual’ qualities, taking into account affect, mood and
emotion; they ask us to consider the experience of the senses within our research
texts. Memories of past experiences were often described by participants in this
project through the recounting of sensory interactions with the material, which had at
the time, and then in the retelling, produced particular affective responses from
participants. In other words, the participants’ embodied and affective recounting of
their experiences highlighted how bodies are sensual, and how they experience
cumulative affect (embodied histories) through which individual emotions and
memories arise. These experiences were often affiliated with sensory engagement
and affective responses that happened in conjunction with ‘special places’, ‘family
and friends’, and ‘more-than-human entities’. Each of these is discussed in more
detail below.
6.3

The materiality of ‘special places’
Places are somewhere; they retain their material elements and can be touched
and smelt. They are however, configured in meaningful ways through the way
we live, work, and recreate in them and through our comings and goings to
other places. These practical and embodied engagements influence both who
we are and the place itself. (Straker, 2014, p. 32)

In the quote above, Straker (2014) highlights the significance of materiality in
memories of ‘special places’ and how meanings are constructed in conjunction with
sensory engagement with material elements. There is already an established body of
literature in Outdoor and Environmental Education fields advocating the use of
‘place based’ learning and pedagogy within educational contexts (Orr, 2013).
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Environmental educators often draw on placed based theory and research to promote
environmental stewardship and behaviour change, exploring how meanings are
constructed in relation to ‘places’ and ‘spaces’ (Lyle, 2015). While place based
literature might help us to understand the role of ‘place’ in education, other than in
the subset of ‘Outdoor Education’, this literature has not really been taken up in
health education in any significant manner. However, embodied encounters with the
materiality of ‘special places’ emerged in this study as an important condition of
possibility for environmental health links in HPE. The teachers’ embodied
encounters with the materiality of special places, was a significant resource for how
the participants constructed links between the environment and health.
In the interviews with the teachers, after realising that most of them were only
thinking about environmental health as it related to schooling and their role as
educators, I asked them to explain what environmental health meant to them, beyond
their teaching identity. I encouraged them to think about their life beyond teaching,
and to provide personal examples if they could to support their explanations. As they
talked about their past experiences, the material aspects of special places helped the
teachers verbalise how encounters with the environment connected to personal
understandings of wellbeing. During the interviews, at no point did I ask participants
specifically to talk about their ‘special places’. Rather, places emerged as a theme, as
the participants tried to explain environmental health through personal experience.
When they provided such examples, there were constant references made to
interactions in very specific, meaningful places and locations. For instance, to
exemplify how environmental health manifested in her personal life, Rebecca spoke
of regularly visiting her ‘special place’ in Goulburn, a regional city in the Southern
Tablelands of New South Wales:
Because there's Goulburn like we've got family up there, so I can go up there
and to me like, I'll stand out the front and yes it's only, like it's open spaces,
it's the paddocks and everything. But there’s just something about it, like I
don’t know if it is the fresh air or just being able to see all of this area. Like
it’s nothing spectacular, but like for me that’s where I used to go a lot – to see
family and to clear my head of uni stuff. And I used to sit outside, like I had
this rock that I used to sit out on near their front veranda and I just, it was my,
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like my break, my just forget about everything else, and take in everything
that is in front of you. (Rebecca, 25 Primary Teacher of 3 years)
In this quote, Rebecca describes how her multiple encounters with the materiality of
her environment, the rock, the paddocks and even the open spaces, helped her to
disengage, to cope emotionally and mentally during the strain of her University
commitments. Rebecca’s quote is typical of many other participants who described
embodied experiences that were place specific and positively linked to health. Many
of the special places referred to were frequented numerous times throughout the
participant’s life, were visited on special occasions such as weekends, vacation or
holiday and were linked to positive affective responses. For example, in the quote
below, Genevieve names several places that were special to her, that helped her
provide examples of environmental health. In a way similar to Rebecca’s reference to
‘being able to see all this area’, Genevieve explains her encounters with the
materiality of special places through the visual sense of ‘seeing’ and ‘overlooking’,
and through sensual, embodied responses described as ‘calming’, ‘happy’ and
amazement (‘wow’):
Like we have so many different places like within Australia itself, and I think
those places, like to me I feel connections. Like you go to the Great Barrier
Reef and all that, like the spiritual connection to these places. So I don’t
know like it's, to me like the waters calming and I can sit up at Bald Hill or
down at the Beach or something and just help relax and focus on other things.
But the same like just being able to see these places, like to me personally
like... I can go sit up out on the rocks or overlook the ocean and it's just that,
it's like the serenity of the place kind of, it's relaxing like calming and just, it
does it gives you kind of like that spiritual like that you're happy with where
you are. For me when I think about it that’s actually connecting with yeah my
spiritual health as well as like looking at the greater environment and when I
go, oh my gosh like this creation is amazing, how great we've got it – like
that’s me personally, I'm like wow. (Genevieve, 24, Primary Teacher of 2
years)
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The visual sense of sight, of ‘looking over’ or ‘observing’ the materiality of the
natural environment was a link for many participants to affective responses, such as
being calm or relaxed, and were in turn connected to notions of health and wellbeing. According to lisahunter and emerald (2016, p. 34), when they conducted
interviews with research participants in situ, they found that there was often a
sensory hierarchy established, where participants favoured the visual and aural, with
little attention to senses such as touch, smell and taste. For many participants in this
study, the visual sense was also predominant. The sight of special places provoked
affective responses and appeared as a link to various aspects of wellbeing. However,
in order to better understand embodied experience and the role that sensory
engagement plays as a resource for establishing meanings of environmental health, it
was also important for me to go looking for talk of other senses less common in the
Western cultural hierarchy, such as touch, smell and beyond.
Ainsley was one participant for whom other senses where brought into play. In the
following example she describes her sensory engagement with the ocean in terms of
the ‘smell of salt’, the feeling of the ‘breeze’. These responses carried her away from
the everyday – to memories – to an appreciation of her life that was triggered by
being at the coast on a school practicum experience:
I was saying before that you sort of take it for granted, like you almost don’t
even notice. Probably because we're so used to it, but just being able to
breathe in that fresh air. The smells as well, I remember when I was out on
my prac and I was in that school that’s on the coast, I was loving life because
I'd walk out of my classroom and I could smell the salt from the salt water.
And I was like, wow this is amazing, and that breeze that would come
through and I was like, oh my gosh I love my life. Sometimes it would be an
awful smell like seaweed, I hate seaweed, but it sort of just made me go, oh I
remember past experiences. I almost felt like I wasn’t at school for a bit. So I
was like oh yeah...what an awesome day... the smell of the salt water brought
like good memories, and good feelings back, like all that sort of stuff. And
like, I was sitting there in the staff room having lunch one day, and these
whales went by, and I was like this has to be my Facebook status. I was like
this is amazing, I love it. (Ainsley, 24, Primary Teacher of 2 years)
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What is common and relevant about Rebecca and Ainsley’s responses was their
struggle for words. Their experiences are amazing to them. For Rebecca, she is
relating to ‘an awesome day’, to which she can only say ‘wow’. Ainsley’s quote is
about how amazing it is to be at a school where you are so close to the sea and you
can see the whales. The smell of the sea triggers her emotions and good memories,
feelings of happiness and almost exhilaration. They both make lots of references to
‘wow’ and ‘amazing’, suggesting a struggle to capture and describe an experience
that is overwhelming, or so different from the everyday. In her interview, Ainsley
hinted at her inability to reconcile what she imagined was an understanding of
environmental health that was linked to her affective and sensory responses and
feelings of wellbeing, with what she was expected to value in schooling situations.
Although Ainsley indicated that these encounters were triggered in the context of her
school, through her admission of ‘I almost felt like I wasn’t at school’, she indicates
that perhaps school is not the place where embodied knowledge, sensory experiences
and affective responses are currently valued or recognised. Although she did not
make the connection herself, I would argue that Ainsley’s embodied history
challenges the types of knowledge and bodies that are currently perceived to be
valued in her professional identity. Her description of the ‘thrill’, ‘amazement’ and
‘good feelings’ that result from encounters with ‘fresh air’, ‘salt water’ and ‘breeze’
are talked about as occurring in another time or space – in her personal life, and not
within her professional school context. Ainsley’s description of her embodied
encounters and knowledge of ‘environmental health’ spaces does not appear to align
with the dominant knowledges outlined in the previous chapter that are normalised
within HPE.
6.4

Relationships with family and friends

Embodied encounters also emerged from the participants’ accounts of shared
experiences with family members and other special social relationships. This aligns
with the statement by Pink (2011, p. 353) that ways of knowing the body and
experience, ‘are not simply embodied… rather they are contingent on a complex
ecology of social, material, affective and sensory environmental processes’. During
participants’ descriptions of environmental health and their personal examples of
what this might look like, important social relationships were woven into narratives
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of shared experiences. Pink (2011) refers to this as ‘emplacement’, where
experiences don’t just happen in a static ‘place’ but are an entanglement of events
that includes human socialites along with the material, biological, and more-thanhuman (lisahunter & emerald, 2016).
A significant research example of how human sociality is entangled in embodied
knowledge is the ethnographic work by Downey (Downey, 2005; Downey, 2010,
2012; Downey, Dalidowicz, & Mason, 2015), investigating how his bodily training
during apprenticeship in the Afro-Brazilian art of Capoeira impacted, and was
mutually influenced by, the social and cultural interactions with both his trainer
(Master) and the broader Capoeira community that he was immersed in. For
Downey, the hierarchical social relationship of student/teacher with his trainer both
shaped his bodily conduct in ways that promoted respect, learning and physical
development, and simultaneously restricted bodily functions in other ways, for
example when he was actively discouraged from physical training with rival
Capoeira groups, and from learning their particular art form.
For participants in this study, social interactions and relationships were just as
significant in their explanations of environmental health, helping to construct
embodied meanings of environmental health. For example, in the quote below,
Olivia identifies her father as an important figure who helped her to understand her
own connections between the environment and health. Olivia does not speak directly
of her own health, but describes her memories of her father as an example of how she
believed respect for ‘nature’ was an important feature in an environmental health
relationship. In her interview, Olivia explained that her relationship with her father
was at times a complicated connection. Olivia felt that throughout her life, her father
had let the family – particularly her mother – down through his lack of involvement
with parenting and shared child-raising responsibilities. From a young age Olivia
viewed her father more as the ‘child’ in the family who needed looking after, and
herself often as the ‘adult’, supporting her mother in making the more responsible
decisions for the family around finances, health and day to day living. However,
Olivia went on to describe how her understanding of environmental health was
woven in with her experiences with her father. When sharing time together in the
natural environment, she described how she was able to feel a sense of respect, pride
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and admiration for the man she so often felt let her down in other areas of life. She
described how her father often drew her attention to material phenomenon, to
animals and plants, teaching her about respectful relationships and interactions with
the natural world. For Olivia, these cumulative experiences with her father in natural
environments were invested with admiration, love and affection:
So, my dad really taught us from very young to have a great deal of respect
for the natural environment – he was really – yeah, he was really into
teaching us about – he was the one who started taking us bushwalking, or we
went snorkelling at a really young age, we were surfing at a really young age
– anything there was to do – we had a canoe, we went canoeing – he had a lot
of education about – that was - his interest was nature and everything in it –
animals and plants and from a really young age that’s probably the one
definitive memory is that we were so lucky to experience these things and do
these on a regular occasion. And my dad – I think I saw him gain a real
spiritual connection to nature and a real – I saw him come into his own there,
and it made him into a different person and someone that I really admired.
(Olivia, 25, Secondary HPE Teacher of 5 years)
For Olivia, environmental health was explained through her engagement with
material phenomena, but also with her family, especially during a period of her life
that was highly sensitive to interconnected relationships. In this way, agency does
not just belong to the material, but as Barad (2007) argues, the material and
discursive are mutually implicated, meaning they constitute each other, and as
Olivia’s quote highlights, they are woven together in a messy complex way that is
really hard to separate and tease out. In a similar fashion, another participant, Jessica
described past experiences with her brother as an example of how environmental
health might feature in her personal life. Again, Jessica did not speak directly of her
own health, but rather talked about how the experiences with her brother were a
catalyst for fun, adventure, curiosity and the excitement of exploring the unknown. In
the quote below, Jessica very specifically draws on the material aspects of her
experience, animals, sticks, flowers, and the creek, to recount her memory of a
shared encounter with her sibling:
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And as a kid we grew up in the backyard, and like our backyard is pretty
much just the bush because it’s still like all sloped and just natural
environment, and like we’d just be out there playing all the time. We had like
a play-set, playground set thing too, but it was like rarely what we were
playing with, we liked playing with sticks and like making little potions out
of like flowers and whatever... And like there was a lot of like natural habitat
and animals around as well then. Like, that was back before they did heaps of
the back burning and everything, so we’d have like wallabies come into our
backyard. And like my funniest memories are like me and my little brother
just following them, but like following them out of the gate and like kept
going till we got down to the creek, and then we followed them over the
creek, and then we realised we’d never been over the creek before and we
didn’t know where we were. It probably wasn’t that far, but it felt like a long
way. Like in my memory it seems like we ended up a really long way away.
And it – but it was like it was just such an adventure, and it was like, “But
where are they going? I wonder where they live. Oh my God, we might find
their house”. (Jessica, 24, Primary Teacher of 3 years)
Both Olivia and Jessica’s quotes are illustrative of how many of the participants in
this study drew on social relationships to explain their embodied experiences of
environmental health. The experiences of environmental health that participants
talked about were not exclusively relationships with family members, however.
Some were linked to close friends, and others, such as Kate, described how
conversations with her male PDHPE teacher in high school had been instrumental in
her developing an understanding of environmental health.
A common feature across the descriptions of positive memories of social
relationships associated with the environment was the importance of male figures –
either fathers, brothers, male teachers or male friends. There appeared to be a strong
gender dimension to descriptions of environments health experiences, which is
beyond the scope of this thesis to explore, but which is worth commenting on as a
direction for later research, given its resonance with literature on gender and the
outdoors (see for example, McNiel, Harris, and Fondren (2012)). Very few
participants referred specifically to women, either family members or friends, as
155

important to their memories of environmental health experiences. The one example
where a participant spoke about a female companion during her description of
environmental health experiences was in the interview with Rebecca. Rebecca spoke
about her time playing and socialising with her friend, and how this interaction
epitomised what she thought of when considering environmental health. However,
when explaining that she shared her interaction with a female friend, she still
described her friend as ‘a bit of a tom boy’, as though this explained her friend’s
behaviour (bush bashing, having sword fights and playing with ‘horse poo’):
So we were like best buds and we, she was a bit of a tom boy and I learnt off
her a little bit, but we would go out and we would go bush bashing in the
bush... she lived on this farm, and we'd go over to her house and a couple of
different times, like over a span of a long time, there was some fires, burnt
down a lot of trees. So we would grab the soot off the trees, put it on our
cheeks and then we would be playing games and smashing the trees like we
were having sword fights that sort of thing. We went horse riding, we even
fought with horse poo believe it or not. And we'd camp out there, we would
have so much fun, we made like a tree swing and all those sorts of things.
(Rebecca, 25 Primary Teacher of 3 years)
For many of the participants it seemed to be easier for them to conceptualise the
environment as a male domain and hence the pleasure they experienced from it was
due to the men or tomboys whom they shared it with. This aligns with existing
research suggesting that ‘nature’ or ‘the environment’ is predominantly accepted as
the domain of white males (McNiel et al., 2012). McNiel et al. (2012) explain this in
terms of Western gender socialisation that questions the place of women in ‘the
environment’ and that involve practices that largely dissuade women from
participating in outdoor recreation activities. However, as we can see from the quotes
above (and in those that follow), most of the rich examples of embodied, affective
and sensory links to meanings of environmental health, were provided, and
elaborated on, by female participants in the interviews. The men who participated in
this study tended to remain ‘stuck’ in those previously discussed dominant notions of
environmental health that drew on neoliberal and risk discourses. Even when
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encouraged to move beyond their professional identity, many of the men interviewed
struggled to speak about environmental health in any other way.
6.5

Encounters with entities and more-than-human geographies

In addition to social relationships with family and friends, when participants were
describing environmental health examples, common references were also made to
relationships and encounters with animal entities and more-than-human geographies,
in particular, water places. These references included both domestic animals that
were kept as family pets, and numerous encounters with various wildlife entities.
Here, I have very specifically borrowed the term ‘entities’ from Aboriginal
Australian knowledge and ways of talking about Country (McKnight, 2015), because
it captures a different way of knowing and connecting with what Western systems
consider ‘the environment’ or ‘nature’. Country is ‘deeply spiritual and includes all
entities that make up Country. No entity is devoid of spirit and therefore everything
is living’ (McKnight, 2015, p. 289). McKnight (2015), a Yuin Aboriginal man and
academic, explains in his work how Country ‘cannot be seen in the same light as the
environment’, where humans place their constructed meanings and labels on the
landscape in the manner outlined earlier in this chapter. Country rather, is a ‘fusion
of living entities, including Mother Earth, and like any human she has roles and
responsibilities. In Yuin ways of knowing, learning and behaving, you are placed by
Country into the networks of reciprocal relationships’ (McKnight, 2015, p. 283).
McKnight, Hoban, and Nielsen (2010), drawing on the Quandamoopah ontology
described by Martin (2008), explain that in Aboriginal knowledge, there are seven
entities: People, Land, Animals, Plants, Skies, Waterways and Climate. McKnight et
al. (2010) suggest using the term ‘entities’ over other descriptions such as ‘elements’
because:
...it more strongly acknowledges their essential places and roles within our
ontology... The entities are not ranked in any order of importance, as each
entity is just as important as the other. In contrast to many western stories, the
people or human entity is not the primary focus of Aboriginal stories and all
entities are just as important for the ‘person‘ engaging in the story.
(McKnight et al., 2010, p. 609)
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In this sense, knowledge is seen as relational and shared with all entities, not just the
privilege of individual humans (Wilson, 2001, p. 176). This is not all that different to
arguments presented by new materialists such as Barad (2003), who state that human
bodies in their full physicality and atoms of being, are not that dissimilar from nonhuman bodies. Knowledge is considered in Aboriginal ontology to be shared in the
encounters between humans, animals, plants, waterways, and as a result, these
entities are viewed as potential ‘teachers’ or guides to learning (McKnight et al.,
2010). At the heart of this understanding is the concept of respectful relationships,
whereby:
Aboriginal epistemologies involve knowing about your place with and on
Country through developing, maintaining and nourishing respectful
relationships in relation to all the connecting entities of creation. (McKnight
et al., 2010, p. 609)
In departure, it is worth noting here that I am not suggesting that participants in this
study experienced entities in the same way as Aboriginal understandings, such as that
described by McKnight and his colleagues above. Rather, as argued elsewhere in this
thesis, such concepts were largely absent in participant talk of environmental health,
confirming Indigenous knowledge to be subjugated or silenced in linking the
environment and health together. However, I want to suggest there is a potential
bridge here, where entities are described as teachers, and Aboriginal connection to
Country and meanings of wellbeing, can deepen the ways we might conceptualise
environmental health in HPE.
6.5.1

Animal entities

In this study, many participants described environmental health through memories of
encounters with animal ‘entities’. For example, Jessica’s examples of environmental
health were woven with encounters with animals, which were also associated with
places, such as ‘the beach’ where she regularly did surf patrol and her ‘backyard’
which was surrounded by bushland. These encounters were associated with feelings
such as being peaceful and being connected to the material world around her. Her
memories of encounters with wildlife entities were described in relation to wildlife
entities such as ‘dolphins’, ‘birds’ and ‘wallabies’, which were described through
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responses that linked to exploration, curiosity and learning. As she says in the quote
below, Jessica’s understanding of environmental health was closely connected to her
curiosity, of understanding how the world around her worked, and where she fit in
the bigger picture of balanced life systems. Her curiosity and engagement with the
material world around her, particularly animal entities, affectively left her
‘mesmerised’, feeling ‘peaceful’ and ‘connected’. While Jessica did not speak
explicitly of her own ‘health’ as being enhanced by her encounters with animal
entities, she describes environmental health as a mutual connection or respectful
relationship between herself and more-than-human entities - an awareness,
engagement and understanding of the world around her:
For me (environmental health) it’s a connection with the ocean as well, like
I’d drag my brothers up to the rock pools and we’d be like seeing what we
could find. Or I was still in primary school – we were down on patrol one day
with my dad, and there’d been these dolphins just like circling the beach for
ages. And I was like, “What are they doing?”... And one of the lifeguards
explained that they were asleep – so like they sleep with one eye open and
one eye closed, and they stay in their little circle and just circle around to
keep each other safe. And I was like so interested, I was like, “Dad can we go
out there?” So like we paddled out on like one of the boards and just sat there,
and I like just refused to go in - I just wanted to sit there and watch them
because they were so beautiful... I was just mesmerised... and it was just so
peaceful... but If I look away they might disappear, I was so connected to
what was going on that I didn’t want to leave, didn’t want to look away.
(Jessica, 24, Primary Teacher of 3 years)
Jessica’s quote is typical of many participants who explained how encounters with
entities such as animals were an example of the ways the environment was connected
to wellbeing. The way Jessica describes her encounters with the dolphins and more
broadly, the ocean, resonates with the ways McKnight et al. (2010) describe the role
that different entities can play in establishing respectful relationships and learning
opportunities from the perspective of an Aboriginal ontology.
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6.5.2

Water places
According to Reg Dodd of the Marree Arabunna People's Committee, the
government and developers think of water as a resource, without thought of
other meanings and values held by other people. He explained that, whether it
is surface or ground water, Aboriginal people have a connection to water and
to particular places. There is the daily use, such as waterholes and camping,
and stories that go back to the creation of the Great Artesian Basin.
Aboriginal people have a religious connection to water and places that forms
identity and a sense of belonging. (Gibbs, 2010, p. 371)

The quote above from Gibbs (2010) paper titled, A beautiful soaking rain:
environmental value and water beyond Eurocentrism, exemplifies the significance,
and also the variety of meanings that water places take on for different individuals
and groups. Building on her well established research on ‘water places’ in the field of
human geography, Gibbs (2009) presents a situated account of ‘water places’ in
inland Australia. She demonstrates how cultural, social and more-than-human
geographies are all valuable in order to open up human relations with ‘nature’, and to
better understand how to live in and with a more-than-human world. Turning to
Australian Aboriginal understandings of Country, Gibbs (2009) explains how this
opens up possibilities in human geography, to see how ‘humans, non-human animals,
other living and non-living sentient and non-sentient beings, spirits and Dreamings,
exist in dynamic interrelations of responsibility and reciprocity’ (Gibbs, 2009, p.
362). Gibbs’ (2009) paper highlights in particular how ‘water places’ (being sites and
paths where water flows, sits sinks or falls) are important sites, because they are vital
to all life, they are ‘central to the daily routine and ritual of people’, are places of
governing, and are key sites of interaction between the human and more-than-human
world (Gibbs, 2009, p. 362).
When describing examples of environmental health, the participants in my study
made frequent references to water and ‘water places’. The water places referred to
included fresh and saltwater sites, such as the ‘beach’, ‘ocean’, ‘coast’, ‘river’,
‘lake’, ‘creek’. For example, Kate’s response below is typical of those from
participants who described an engagement with saltwater. In these responses
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saltwater or being near saltwater was associated with feelings of happiness and
wellbeing, through its smells and sounds. Fore Kate, the beach provided a safe and
healing place when she was going through ‘a really rough time mentally’:
I try and immerse myself in an environment that I feel happy in and feel
connected to. And for me that’s been down near the water, it’s being near the
beach and the ocean. Just being near it, hearing it, smelling it… And then
when I went through my teenage years, I actually went through a really rough
time mentally, and had a few issues with eating disorders and just
disconnected from the world really, like for probably a year… I vividly
remember that the beach was the one place I would go, and I'd go by myself
and I’ll just sit there, and that was my place that I actually just felt okay in,
and felt, again just that connection to. (Kate, 38, Secondary HPE Teacher of
16 years)
What is remarkable is that Kate, who here draws on a powerful embodied experience
to help her conceptualise environmental health in her personal life, was one of the
many participants who initially found themselves struggling to define ‘environmental
health’. Kate first stated that as a PDHPE teacher for 16 years she hadn’t taught it,
nor did she ‘know much about environmental health’. However, Kate’s embodied
history and her description of the affective capacity of water to make her feel ‘okay’,
‘happy’ and ‘connected’ tell another story. Through much of her description, Kate
also talked about her strong sensory relationship with the material surrounds,
suggesting that ‘hearing’, ‘smelling’ and ‘just being near’ the ‘beach’, the ‘water’,
the ‘ocean’, were triggers for her affective responses and feelings of wellbeing.
In a similar manner, another participant, Jessica spoke of her encounters with water
and the capacity these had to make her feel ‘relaxed’, ‘soothed’, ‘refreshed’ and
‘energised’. Again, woven into Jessica’s narrative are references to embodied
sensory awareness, of ‘looking’ ‘watching’ and ‘hearing the water rolling’:
I love being outside … I couldn’t have an office job or anything because I’d
just spend the whole time looking out the window. Like if I am ever stressed
out the first thing I will do is go for a swim down the beach, and just like as
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soon as you dive in the water everything’s just clear, like it’s just all washed
away. And I think that – like that connection with earth is something that I’ve
always had, and it’s always been a – like a release and a relaxing time... I
think even like the beach has always been a massive like part of my lifestyle,
and it’s always been a place of relaxation...I’ve never found it a stressful
place, I’ve never been worried there or anxious or anything. So like being at
the beach and like whether you just go for a walk, or just sit and watch the
waves, you can hear the water rolling – like that in itself is calming and like
soothing... Or it can just be like a cool off, just relaxed time, where I might
actually just be exhausted but diving into the water will like refresh me and
like make me feel more energised again. (Jessica, 24, Primary Teacher of 3
years)
It might not be surprising that a vast majority of participants referred to ‘water
places’ in their examples of environmental health, given the majority of the
Australian population lives in coastal regions. The coastal and waterway areas of
Australia are often considered the most desirable, hospitable and comfortable
climates to reside in. What was surprising was that the majority of the participants in
this study referred more often to water places in their explanations of environmental
health, rather than to bush places, forest places, or what is commonly referred to in
the literature as ‘green space’ (Faber Taylor & Kuo, 2011; Strife, 2010). The current
public health movement in Australia promotes exposure to ‘green space’ as a health
solution, referring mostly to parks, trees, and bushland (Keniger et al., 2013). This I
argue promotes a very limited recognition of the significant connections between
people, entities and the broader more-than human geography. What the ‘green space’
public health movement fails to connect with is not only those, like the participants
in this study, who identified more strongly with ‘water places’, but also a whole body
of research by critical health geographers such as Foley and Kistemann (2015).
These researchers describe the ways historic and contemporary relations between
water, health and place are already established in critical health geography, and
‘traditional landscape gazes [such as those reinforced by dominant public health
discourses] are potentially shifting horizons from green to blue through embodied
engagements with waterscapes’ (Foley & Kistemann, 2015, p. 157). These authors
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argue that it is time to expand the scope of what ‘counts’ spatially, methodologically
and in inter-disciplinary ways. This argument is imperative to this thesis, as it helps
to open up the conditions of possibility for environmental health in HPE, where we
can begin to question what ‘counts’ as a health space. It also encourages us as HPE
educators to look at health in an interdisciplinary way, where we might draw on
Aboriginal ways of knowing ‘entities’ or more-than-human geographies to open up
the conditions of possibility for thinking about environmental health.
6.6

Restorative landscapes
Landscapes conjure up images of sunsets, forests, lakes and mountain vistas...
they are more than just scenes... they represent holistic ways of interacting with
the world. They generate emotional responses which can become significant
events in our lives. (Straker, 2014, p. 37)

Another pattern that emerged from the participant interview data was the association
of ‘landscapes’ with ideas of restoration and wellbeing. The term ‘landscapes’ was
selected to represent the pattern described in this section, as this is the exact term
many participants used to describe the more-than-human nature they encountered.
However, it is important to acknowledge that landscapes are not fixed in time or
place, rather, as Straker argues through a New Zealand context:
‘[t]he term natural landscape is an oxymoron as humans create landscapes.
Tracts of land only become landscapes when we perceive them to be so;
hence we are accomplices in privileging aspects and determining the
parameters of landscapes’. (Straker, 2014, p. 37)
The embodied encounters with landscapes described by the participants were often
connected to a heightened sensory awareness that prompted restorative, therapeutic,
and relaxing feelings and an overall sense of ‘wellbeing’. According to Straker
(2014, p. 37), landscapes can be a therapeutic space for emotional support because
‘our bodies absorb whatever it can from the surroundings, colours, scents, light, and
airflows and these affect our moods and emotions’. Many participants in this study
described how they ‘surrounded themselves with healthy environments’ or
‘connected to local landscapes’ in order to feel like a ‘healthier person’. This
163

understanding was apparent in Shauna’s explanation of environmental health, and
resonates with the binary contrast between urban and rural environments identified in
the previous genealogical mapping, where nature is seen as ‘pure’ and soothing, and
built environments are seen as linked to sickness and human ill health:
So it (environmental health) makes me think of how I always follow – it’s not
in my phone at the moment, but I had this desktop thing on my phone saying
‘I go to nature to be soothed and healed and have my soul and senses put in
line once more’... sort of thing, so I feel like if I don’t go to nature often or go
and spend time in an environment, a landscape, that I enjoy, then I don’t have
good health. So say for example if I’m going to work and I’m there five days
a week I have to on the weekend do something that’s not in a built up
environment yeah. (Shauna, 27, Secondary HPE Teacher of 3 years)
The restorative capacities of the landscape were also described by participants
through references to ‘emotional stability’ ‘healing’ and feeling ‘balanced’.
Connecting ideas of emotional health with landscapes, or ‘emotional geographies’
(Foley & Kistemann, 2015) further opens up possibilities for understanding
environmental health. According to Foley and Kistemann (2015), the links between
the emotions, wellbeing and memories are evident when a positive emotional
attachment has been developed across a life course. Drawing on research where
participants valued landscapes such as a ‘view of the water, or the mark of it on the
horizon’, the authors argue that these connections gave participants’ lives meaning,
identity and value, which all contributed to their wellbeing (Foley & Kistemann,
2015, p. 4). In this study, the participants often spoke about encounters with
landscapes, at the beach, urban backyard, or cultivated garden as a restorative link to
emotional health. For example, in the following quote Olivia describes how
connecting with nature is a source of emotional and spiritual wellbeing:
For me personally it plays quite a large role in my health. I’m – my health is
very dependent on my environment, so for example if I am working very hard
and I don’t get to connect with nature or go outside or get to the beach or be
out in my backyard or my garden, that affects my emotional health straight
away. I’ll become sad, depressed, and anxious – all those feelings really
164

increase quite quickly, and due to not being able to get outside. As a whole, I
get a lot of enjoyment emotionally, spiritually, out of the environment.
(Olivia, 25, Secondary HPE Teacher of 5 years)
As a ‘self confessed greenie’, Olivia valued her surrounding landscapes as spaces
that are important to her emotional health. She described how ‘being outside’ is a
resource she draws on to help her stabilise emotions, with her emotions being closely
tied to her understanding of both happiness and health. Olivia explained that she
regularly went walking at her local beach to ‘feel calmer’ emotionally. Olivia
described how her affective encounters with the beach, her backyard and her garden,
are central to her emotional health. Also evident in Olivia’s quote, was a mentioning
of what she described as a ‘spiritual’ connection to the environment. While only
touched on briefly here, this notion was also taken up more explicitly by other
participants toward the end of their interviews, which I describe further below.
6.7

Spiritual health

Some of the participants spoke of environmental health in terms of experiences in
natural environments that were entangled with spiritual health. These embodied
experiences weren’t always explicitly linked to religion; however, many participants
told narratives that indicated a deeply personal understanding of spirituality as a
connection to more-than-human nature. Their embodied histories provided the means
for the participants to construct narratives that were explicitly linked to spiritual
understandings of the interplay between environments and health, as exemplified in
the below quote by one participant, Shelly:
It (environmental health) makes me think of my father who passed away a
long time ago now. He used to be more a person who found great solace
within the environment. So you would see him… and he would be squatting
out under a tree. Yeah that’s a really strong image of him under a tree. He
wasn’t religious dad - and when he died we didn’t do it with the church – and
they were getting me to tell them about him. So I had to organise it and I was
trying to tell them about dad and what he was like. But what I tried to say was
- no he wasn’t a religious man, but he’s a spiritual man. And that essence of
him sitting out under the tree in the environment - that is a really strong
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image for me of someone who is quite spiritual. I know - it’s hard to explain.
(Shelly, 56, Primary Teacher of 28 years)
While neoliberal and risk discourses described earlier in this thesis are constituted in
and through scientific and Western knowledge systems as ‘truth’, spiritual
understandings tend to privilege the ‘emotion and feeling over reasoning and the
natural over the artificial’ (Petersen & Lupton, 2000, p. 104). Shelly’s quote above
was typical of several teachers who drew on embodied histories, particularly with
fathers, and the affective capacity of ‘nature’, ‘tree’ and ‘environment’ to feel
‘respect’, ‘admiration’ and a ‘spiritual connection’. These embodied experiences
resonate with what modern HPE texts refer to as the spiritual dimension of health,
defined as ‘a positive sense of belonging, meaning and purpose in life, includes
values and beliefs that influence the way people live, and can be influenced by an
individual’s connection to themselves, others, nature and beyond’ (Australian
Curriculum Assessment & Reporting Authority, 2016c). This understanding of
spiritually connecting to nature was also described by another participant, Kate, who
referred to her PDHPE teacher as an example of someone who she felt embodied
environmental health in a spiritual capacity:
I had a particular PE teacher at high school that comes to mind when I think
of environmental health, yeah he did sort of get right into the environment
stuff – was like spiritually connected to it. There were some things that he did
and said that have sunk into my mind. Like I remember he used to talk about
rainbows as if they were like, I don’t know – amazing. Yeah like he’d say
“You just look into it and you just see fireworks”. And as a student I used to
not understand it, but whenever I see a rainbow now I actually really think of
him - and I get it – bloody fireworks. (Kate, 38, Secondary HPE Teacher of
16 years)
Several participants in this study didn’t speak directly of ‘spirituality’ or ‘spiritual
health’ in their conversation, however, their descriptions of environmental health still
resonated with aspects of the HPE definition of spiritual health, particularly as it
defines a ‘meaning and purpose in life’, influenced by a connection to ‘themselves,
others, nature and beyond’. For example, Shauna made links between the
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environment and health through recalling a time spent with classmates, watching
shooting stars in the night sky that sparked her to reflect on what ‘life is all about’,
making her feel ‘alive’:
We only had a (PE) class of twelve students it was quite a small cohort, but
she took us camping down at the Shoalhaven River... But I can remember the
landscape... and sleeping under the stars one night and seeing like forty two
shooting stars in one night - with my friends next me and that really
resonated, like that’s when I was sixteen, and I think about that all the time
because it’s just one of those moments where you kind of go, yeah, so this is
what life is all about. And it makes you so happy, yeah. So I think that’s a
massive environmental health moment, I just felt alive. (Shauna, 27,
Secondary HPE Teacher of 3 years)
Unfortunately, approaches that place an emphasis on spiritual connections to nature
are widely criticized for being romanticized and utopian (Petersen & Lupton, 2000)
and are typically at odds with the ways Western science determines ‘truth’. As
identified in the previous genealogical mapping, this means that ways of
conceptualizing environmental health that link to spirituality, such as those examples
described above, are likely to remain forms of subjugated knowledge unless a critical
mass of argument is mobilized to support them.
6.8

Conclusion

In contrast to the previous chapter where teacher talk of environmental health drew
on dominant risk and neoliberal discourses, the purpose of this chapter was to
highlight how, when encouraged to think beyond their professional identity, the
participants spoke about meanings of environmental health that were very different.
The participants drew on embodied experiences and memories in specific places,
recalling sensory engagement with material phenomena and important relationships
with people and other more-than-human entities. These cumulative past experiences
elicited affective responses from participants that shaped an embodied history from
which participants constructed their meanings of environmental health that were
closely linked to ideas of health and wellbeing.
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In the examples in the previous chapter, participants mostly drew on dominant
discursive resources to describe environmental health, which rarely referred to
personal examples, past experiences, positive connections, affect, or sensory
awareness. These dominant risk and neoliberal discourses that were previously
drawn on were ‘taken for granted’, ‘text book’ or institutionalised responses,
whereas, the embodied experiences used to describe environmental health in this
chapter were more personal and complex. In this chapter, embodiment theory
provided me with the tools to see this alternative condition of possibility for thinking
about environmental health in HPE. However, the teachers only talked about
environmental health in this way when pushed, suggesting they didn’t necessarily
feel that embodied knowledge is valued, or was a priority to their professional
identity.
Participants’ embodied histories highlight how personal experiences are a valuable
condition of possibility for thinking about environmental health in HPE. The teacher
talk wasn’t fear and crisis based, or laden with judgement of morals and blame. The
talk was less individualised, and more collective of wider social and more-thanhuman phenomenon. There were still links to ‘responsibility’ made by the
participants, but this was described in a way that was more from a mutual respect for
the land. By critiquing the dominant discourses in the previous chapter, I am not
stating that we should absolve ourselves of any responsibility for ourselves, or for
‘nature’. Responsibility, although I am critical of it, is not a ‘dirty’ negative word.
But this chapter, exploring embodied histories as a resource for conceptualising
environmental health highlights how responsibility can be something free of negative
moral judgement, and something that is more aligned with respectful relationships,
with ourselves, with the land, with Country. Affect, sensory awareness, care about
our place in the collective wider world, can be positive connection points between
environments and health and wellbeing. This is despite the way these connection
points are not always clear cut or easy to tease apart, in fact, some were not explicitly
linked to individual health, but were based around the wider cumulative ‘good’ i.e.
learning about the wider world, engagement and curiosity, feeling alive, respecting
ones connection with the environment and life perspective.
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As per Foucault, the materiality of the ‘real’ body is shaped by discourses through
the deployment of power and knowledge, and teachers no doubt take up discourses in
varied and unique ways to construct their knowledge of environmental health. On the
other hand, the body, according to embodiment theory, is a living, physical matter
phenomenon that is sensual and affectively responsive. I was inspired by the
theorising of Barad, Sommerville and Butler, who all maintain that neither one nor
the other of these two notions is correct or wrong. Rather, they are mutually
implicated in the construction of knowledge. Somerville (2006), in her work
Subjected Bodies, or Embodied Subjects: Subjectivity and Learning Safety at Work,
explores these parallel ideas about the individual embodied subject as an actor in a
physical space, and the disciplining and regulation of bodies – and this ‘in between
space’ is where she explicitly situates her work. Her understanding is useful in this
thesis, for understanding how the previous chapter and this one, hopefully can be
recognised together as mutually constitutive of one another in this study also. It is
actually very difficult to tease apart these two ways of knowing environmental
health. The next and final chapter will attempt to consider how these come back
together in a way that is useful for environmental health in HPE schooling.
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CHAPTER 7: DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION
7.1

Introduction

This thesis contributes to the research literature in HPE, environmental health
education, and the education field more broadly. It is intended to be used by
educators in HPE in particular, as a theoretical and practical guide for critical
discussions about the possibilities for thinking and doing environmental health
education in the Australian health education context. The exploration of the
conditions of possibility for environmental health in HPE pursued in this thesis, not
only provides an argument for its inclusion in health education content, but also
offers some explanation as to why this might be a difficult endeavour. In addition,
this thesis offers a critical contemplation of the relations of power that operate within
education systems, and more broadly, making certain knowledge thinkable and
doable.
In this concluding chapter, I present a broad discussion of the findings that resulted
from conducting the research project, bringing this thesis to something resembling a
conclusion. Given that one of the underlying purposes of this research was to
stimulate a critical conversation about environmental health in HPE, any formal
conclusion is designed to be a temporary move. It is my hope, therefore, that the
conclusion will also be the initial point for many future discussions taking flight, that
begin to explore the possibilities for how notions of ‘the environment’ can be taken
up within HPE.
The chapter is broken into four key sections. First, I begin by recapping the thesis so
far - to draw the project together in its entirety, and to enable reflection on the
evolving journey of conducting this research, and writing the subsequent thesis.
Second, I revisit each of the research questions posed at the beginning of the thesis,
and describe how the process of conducting the research, and the writing up of this
report, enabled me to answer each of these questions. Third, I provide a discussion of
the main constraints for the conditions of possibility for environmental health. In this
section, I comment on the research findings that appear to either limit, or only
partially support, the potentiality of environmental health as a key knowledge area in
HPE.
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I conclude this chapter, by looking forward and speculating on where this research
might lead. Specifically, I consider the potential that a ‘critical’ health education lens
brings to the environmental health space, and how as educators we might benefit in
HPE from looking ‘elsewhere’, to other disciplines of study, and back to theory, for
further inspiration and insight. Finally, I discuss areas for future research and
thinking in this space, and conclude with my final thoughts as a point of departure
from this thesis.
7.2

Recapping the thesis

The research described in this thesis was born from the realisation that there was
very little critical conversation, or academic research, specifically addressing the
possibilities for ‘thinking’ and ‘doing’ environmental health education within the
subject area of HPE. And yet, in Australia, overlapping environmental and citizen
health priorities are often foregrounded in national, social, and political debate
(Petersen & Lupton, 2000). At the same time, in other disciplines such as human (or
cultural) geography and its sub-field of health geography (known variously under
other names, such as geography of human well-being, geography of pathology,
geomedicine), the environment is already considered as a health space, integrating a
holistic perspective of ‘geography and health sciences with other fields, such as
sociology and biology’ (Mercadal, 2016). According to Mercadal (2016), exploring
‘the environment’ as a health space, in the context of health geography means that:
[G]eography transcends the study of landscapes and regions, and health
science moves beyond examining microbes, vectors of disease, contaminants,
and transmission. Health geographers also incorporate the social science, with
the understanding that space and human groups are historically constituted;
that is, health, disease, and quality of life are the consequences not only of
biological and climate imperatives, but also of socioeconomic structures that
develop in a specific cultural and physical area. (Mercadal, 2016)
While other disciplines such as health geography are moving to include new
perspectives into how environments and health can be connected, environmental
health, or explicit integration of the two concepts, as an area of knowledge in HPE is
still severely underrepresented, both in academic research and practice. At the same
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time, we can observe an emerging body of cross-disciplinary research and public
discourses that argue for an increased recognition of the complex connections
between the environment and health and wellbeing. In this context, I argue that it is
now time to critically consider what health knowledge ‘counts’ in HPE, and more
specifically, how ‘environmental health’ might relate to health education contexts.
The recent release of the Australian Curriculum in Health and Physical Education’
(AC-HPE), sees the term ‘environmental health’ being abandoned as an explicit
content area, however, as the research in this thesis highlights, numerous possibilities
for investigating this concept still exist, even within the confines of curriculum.
Perhaps environmental health could be explored through the importance of
interactions with natural environments for personal, social and community wellbeing
(Townsend et al., 2003), to integrate cross-curriculum priority areas such as
‘sustainability’ (ACARA, 2016a) and ‘Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander histories
and cultures’ (ACARA, 2016b), or to draw together curriculum content that connects
both an engagement with environmental sensitivities with a commitment to the
enhancement of young people’s health and wellbeing (ACARA, 2016d).
Health education curriculum boundaries aside, environmental health as a learning
area in schooling provides opportunities to engage with inter-connected (or as per
Barad, 2007, ‘intra-active’) environmental and health concepts that are so relevant to
young people’s lives, now and into the future. As a knowledge area in HPE, it also
presents educational possibilities to apply a critical lens to these complex
connections, which can generate new ways of thinking about environmental and
health contexts in Australia. As Fitzpatrick (2014) argues in support of a critical
approach to health education, while addressing stated curriculum priorities is
unavoidable:
[T]eachers do have choices about the approach they take to the subject and
the content therein. Notwithstanding the complexity of such choice, or the
health-related identity positions of teachers (and students), we might be able
to unpack how we are all implicated in the tension between making healthy
communities and engaging with health as an area of study. (p. 185)
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A focussed consideration of the relationship between ‘the environment’ and ‘health
and wellbeing’ could well be achieved through the HPE subject in Australian
schooling, and the research described in this thesis sought to identify what was
possible in this space, and what resources teachers’ might then draw on to construct
their understanding of environmental health in order to teach it.
Guided by Foucault’s concept of conditions of possibility, the ideas that currently
exist about the relationship between the environment and health are highly
constrained by the power of dominant risk and neoliberal discourses. The power of
these discourses is evident in many political, cultural and institutional texts related to
the environment and health. The strength of these discourses is also highlighted by
the teachers of HPE interviewed in this study, who didn’t initially acknowledge
notions related to ‘the environment’ when describing broad meanings of health.
When then describing meanings of ‘environmental health’ the teachers drew heavily
on discourses related to environmental crisis, healthism and responsible citizenship.
Effectively, the power of these dominant discourses were shown to make it difficult
for teachers to think about the environment and health (and links between the two) in
any ‘other’ way.
Building on this, Barad also urges us as researchers to consider the material and
embodied conditions that can shape knowledge and understanding. By theorizing
encounters with more-than-human nature through a post-humanist, new-materialist
lens, I was able to demonstrate how teachers’ corporeal knowledge, developed
through embodied experiences, has the potential to assist them in formulating less
institutionalised environmental health understandings. These encounters with the
more-than-human world can serve as alternatives for thinking about environmental
heath to those dominant discourses that potentially invoke problematic risk, fear and
crisis responses. Affect, sensory awareness and consideration about our place in the
collective wider world can be a connection point between the environment and health
and wellbeing. Embodied histories can act as a valuable condition of possibility for
an environmental health education that is reflective of complex environmental and
health interactions, rather than only continuing to reproduce those dominant
discourses that potentially render environmental health as invisible.
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I must also note, however, while not absolute in terms of being the only ‘conditions’
for knowledge production and practice, theorising in the above way aligned the poststructural and onto-epistemological parameters of this study, with the aims and
purposes of the project. It also provided me with the methodological and analytical
tools needed to answer each of the subsequent research questions.
7.3

Answering the research questions

In this section I revisit the research questions originally posed at the beginning of this
thesis. In order to answer the overarching central question, three sub questions were
also posed:
Central question:
1. What are the conditions of possibility for ‘environmental health’ as an area of
knowledge and practice within Health and Physical Education?
Sub questions:
2. What are the dominant discourses shaping institutional and popular
conceptualisations of environmental health?
3. What environmental health knowledge is silenced / subjugated?
4. What discursive, material and embodied resources do teachers of Health and
Physical Education draw on to conceptualise environmental health?
I will speak to, and answer each of the sub questions first, and conclude the section
by discussing how the answers to each contribute to answering the central question.
What are the dominant discourses shaping institutional and popular
conceptualisations of environmental health?
To answer this question, I drew on Foucault’s (1979) genealogical techniques to
identify the dominant discourses currently shaping the ways of knowing
‘environmental health’. To do this I collected and analysed key political, cultural and
institutional texts related to the environment and health. This analysis demonstrated
how these texts were saturated with neoliberal and risk environmental and health
discourses tied to notions of ‘crisis’ and ‘responsible citizenship’. These discourses
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predominantly drew on the authority of science and medicine, and were established
as taken for granted ‘truths’ about environmental health knowledge. However, by
following the analytical questions that were developed to guide the genealogy in
Chapter 3, I was also able to disrupt the power of these taken for granted ideas of
‘environmental health’. These questions enabled me to highlight how taking up
dominant ways of thinking could potentially be problematic for teachers and students
in HPE, particularly if they are the only ways of thinking about environmental health
that are readily available.
For example, neoliberal notions linked to dominant ‘sustainability’ and ‘new public
health’ discourses promoting ‘good’ environmental and health citizenship,
predominantly encourage the regulation and surveillance of individual behaviours.
The individual is then tasked with taking personal responsibility for environmental
and health imperatives (Petersen & Lupton, 2000; Petrucci, 2002; Preston, 2012).
However, research demonstrates how shifting the responsibility for the environment
and health onto the individual promotes a good/bad binary that moralises
environmental and health related behaviours and lifestyles (Petersen & Lupton, 2000;
Preston, 2012). Citizens can then be scrutinized as ‘good’ or ‘bad’ people and
stigmatized for not actively ‘caring’ if they don’t display what is considered
appropriate environmental and/or health behaviours (Petersen & Lupton, 2000). As a
resource for conceptualising environmental health, the problem with these neoliberal
discourses, if they are the main set of discourses that might be turned to, is the
emphasis on individual responsibility and behaviour change, rather than addressing
structural, collective or critical responsibilities, for environmental health and
wellbeing. Shaming, judging and moralising the behaviours of ‘others’ in this way
could limit important discussions of the conditions of possibility for critical
environmental health knowledge in HPE.
Dominant risk discourses, particularly those associated with ‘environmental crisis’
and ‘healthism’ also saturated the collected texts, and were utilised as a tool to
encourage individual environmental and health related behaviour change. Scholars
such as Leahy (2012) have highlighted how risk discourses already saturate health
education contexts in HPE, which has implications for the kind of knowledge base
that environmental health can be established on. However, research highlights that
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negatively driven messages associated with notions of environmental ‘risk’ actually
stand to promote environmental anxiety, pessimism about environmental risks or
phobias of nature (Madden, 1995; Strife, 2010). And as Gard and Wright (2001)
argue, such approaches to health are ‘counter-productive’ because they ‘exhort
people to establish relationships with their body based on fear, anxiety and guilt’ (p.
547). The dominance of risk discourses identified within the collected texts
establishes assumptions about the environment and health and sets up the conditions
for particular modes of state regulation. As a result, ‘the knowledges and practices
associated with these discourses exert technologies of power which serve to classify
individuals (and populations) as normal or abnormal’, and as ‘at risk’, requiring the
state to intervene with widespread ‘education’ of environmental and health concerns
(Gard & Wright, 2001, p. 546). Again, an emphasis on individualisation fails to
account for those structural, collective or critical notions of the environment as they
relate to health and wellbeing.
By applying the notion of tactical alliances (Harwood & Rasmussen, 2007), I
demonstrate how several emerging discourses within the selected texts, draw on a
combination of other dominant discourses, in order to increase their power as an
environmental or health ‘truth’. For example, the prescription of ‘nature’ as
medicine, a co-benefits approach to environmental and health ‘problems’, the child
in nature movement, and environmental health discourses, were all examples that
were identified in the textual data, where several dominant discourses were being
combined in order for the main messages to appear more convincing. As emerging
political, cultural and institutional resources that are available for thinking about
environmental health, these discourses provide alternatives for thinking about
environmental health in HPE, in ways that, at first, appear less ‘institutionalised’ than
those previously described above. Due to the alliance of environmental and health
authorities being drawn on, these discourses are very persuasive, and enlist a wide
range of stakeholders with key investments in both the environment and health.
Ultimately, each is predominantly aimed at ‘bettering’ human health and wellbeing,
with the environment, or ‘green space’ being positively framed as part of the solution
to health problems. However, these discourses still tend to be grounded in humanistic
and anthropocentric assumptions, where the individual is held responsible for
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embracing the required actions and behaviours deemed essential for environmental
health and wellbeing. Individuals are mainly encouraged to see the environment as a
prescription, a means to an end, which reduces ‘nature’ to a resource to promote
human health. Also, I would argue that some of the messages promoted within these
discourses, such as those suggesting that there are ‘simple solutions’ to widespread
environmental and health ‘problems’, take no account of notions that go beyond
individual responsibility, or of the complexity of the environmental health space.
Additionally, those discourses that romanticise connections between young people
and the environment, often neglect to address the political complexities of
environmental and health contexts (Malone, 2015).
What environmental health knowledge is silenced / subjugated?
Conducting the genealogic work in Chapter 4, enabled me to not only identify the
dominant discourses identified above, but also to distinguish forms of knowledge
that can be considered as silenced, or subjugated, in the context of environmental
health. Both spiritual and Indigenous discourses were identified as being largely
absent from the policy documents, cultural, and institutional texts that were
collected. While not exclusive in being subjugated knowledges, these two examples
were chosen given their relevance, and potential application to HPE in Australia.
Spiritual connections to the environment and health do exist in components of health
education curriculum (although briefly), and Indigenous perspectives have become a
core cross-curriculum priority area for teachers to address in all key learning areas,
including HPE.
Spirituality, while often considered a component of individual health, can also be
understood as ‘a sense of connection... with something or someone beyond oneself’
(Ewert et al., 2014, p. 129). Spiritual discourses, often associated with emotions
rather than intellect, can also be considered an indication of how, for many people,
the environment or ‘nature’ may act as a link between the physical world and
spirituality (Ewert et al., 2014). For example, experiences of awe, wonder, creativity,
and imagination, inspired by encounters with ‘more-than-human’ nature (Gibbs,
2009), are to some extent being explored in current literature as spiritual concepts
that are potentially linked to meanings of health and wellbeing (Ewert et al., 2014).
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Further, in many Indigenous communities, an understanding exists of ‘nature’ as
sacred or divine – also tapping into concepts that holistically connect with notions of
spiritual wellbeing (Ewert et al., 2014). However, despite this, my research suggests
that such spiritual discourses largely continue to be invisible - marginalised as
subjugated knowledge - within Western, scientific and medicalised paradigms of ‘the
environment’ and ‘health’.
As Waitt (2010) attests, such silences remind us as researchers that invisibility can
have just as powerful effects as visibility. Fitzpatrick (2014), drawing on critical
perspectives of health education, suggests that such invisibility is often a result of
‘cultural politics’, which she describes as ‘power relations between groups of people
with differing cultural and linguistic practices’ (p. 179). She continues by pointing to
how such power relations play out across ‘political, institutional and interpersonal
levels and are often obscured because they are normalised’ (p. 179). This goes some
way toward explaining how Indigenous (and also spiritual) discourses continue to be
obscured, remaining as subjugated knowledges, precisely because they are
normalised as such within policy documents, cultural, and institutional texts, like
those collected as part of the genealogical work in this study. It also highlights how,
in countries such as Australia, ‘cultural relations of power are rooted in their relative
histories of colonisation, which continue to have effects for Indigenous’ people and
their communities (Fitzpatrick, 2014, p. 179). In countries like Australia, nonWestern understandings of health and wellbeing are largely disqualified in
population health policies and associated health interventions (Fitzpatrick, 2014).
Contemporary views of both the environment and health therefore continue to be
founded in Western medicalised and scientific paradigms, limiting the potential for
alternate, subjugated knowledges, to contribute as conditions of possibility for
thinking about environmental health in educational contexts such as HPE.
Having identified some of the more predominant and subjugated discourses related to
environmental health in policy documents, and institutional and cultural texts, the
question was now how, if at all, these discourses were evident in the teachers talk
about environmental health. The responses to these questions now follow.
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What discursive, material and embodied resources do teachers of Health and
Physical Education draw on to conceptualise environmental health?
Using a narrative ethnography approach, I was able to answer this question and
identify teachers’ ‘positions in discourse’ and ‘embodied histories’, which shaped
their environmental health related subjectivities.
Overwhelmingly, the teachers in this study drew on dominant risk and neoliberal
discourses to speak about environmental health within the interview process. Both
groups of teachers turned specifically to discourses associated with environmental
crisis, citing the environment as a place of disaster and catastrophe. However, the
secondary teachers then tended to position themselves within healthism discourses,
where the environment was viewed as an excellent place to exercise, whereas, the
primary teachers were more likely to position themselves within discourses
associated with responsible environmental citizenship, where ‘taking care of’ the
environment was seen as an environmental imperative. However, the discourses that
both groups of teachers turned to were not always easy to identify, or to tease apart
into identifiable patterns that aligned with one dominant discourse or another. These
complex ‘discursive webs’ were indicative of emerging environmental and health
discourses that were drawn on simultaneously, to speak about gardening and food
practices/lifestyles such as veganism, as examples of environmental health.
While silenced in the documents and ‘texts’ that were collected for the genealogical
work, some of the teachers who were interviewed as part of this study positioned
themselves within spiritual discourses to describe examples of environmental health.
However, these connections were not always made explicit, or clearly articulated as
being inherently ‘spiritual’ understandings. However, the lack of teacher talk
concerned with Indigenous knowledge in relation to environmental health, further
entrenched this as subjugated space in HPE, with only one participant even making
mention of such concepts. As Kingsley et al. (2013) propose, there is an urgent need
to develop more holistic, and less rigid notions of health, in order to address both the
inequalities that exist in Aboriginal peoples’ health, but also the capacity of humanity
to deal with environmental issues. The silence of Indigenous ways of knowing health
and connection to Country within this project, suggests that this understanding may
179

be some way off being recognised in HPE. Even when briefly spoken about by the
one primary teacher participant, the concept was then justified by returning to
dominant psychological understandings of what health might mean. The subjugation
of Indigenous knowledge in both educational policy and institutional texts, further
confirmed by its absence in teacher talk, suggests that teachers of HPE would be
struggling to find resources to draw on in order to make sense of the possibilities and
connections afforded by Indigenous and/or spiritual notions of the relationship
between the environment and health and well-being.
Once teachers in this study were pushed to think about connections between the
environment and health that extended beyond their professional identity, many
turned to personal embodied histories to describe their meanings of environmental
health. They did so by drawing on memories of personal experiences that linked
sensory engagement, the material world and affective responses. Specifically,
participants drew on material and embodied resources through descriptions of their
memories in special places, relationships with family and friends, encounters with
entities and more-than-human geographies such as animals and water places,
landscapes that were characterised as ‘restorative’ of wellbeing, and connections to
nature that were sometimes deeply spiritual. These material and embodied resources
highlight the conditions for a rich alternative to the crisis, healthism and responsible
citizenship discourses that were initially drawn on by the teachers to talk about
environmental health.
At this point, I also acknowledge that my argument isn’t to say that these material
and embodied resources as alternative ways of knowing and thinking about
environmental health are unproblematic. In line with post-romantic notions that
trouble the promoting of only positive environmental and health messages, such as
those argued by Malone (2015, 2016), I am aware that not all young people have
cumulative, positive experiences with family and friends, with more-than-human
nature, in places and spaces that are safe and secure, to draw on as resources for
conceptualising environmental health.
Perhaps this is a role we could consider in HPE, to provide safe and secure entry
points for children and young people into the above process. We could be providing
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opportunities for critical engagement and experience to occur, with social outcomes,
focussed on the sensory and affective skill development. Also, we have the
opportunity to emphasise the material, more-than-human aspects of their encounters,
in order to develop those cumulative experiences of the environment that link to
health, wellbeing and greater life purpose. Or perhaps this is beyond the scope of
what teachers should be expected to do in a health education context. However,
through this research and thesis, I argue that it is a critical conversation that is worth
engaging with in our discipline.
Fullagar (2017), in her recent work titled, Post-qualitative inquiry and the new
materialist turn: implications for sport, health and physical culture research, poses a
timely question for those of us involved in HPE. She encourages us to think about
how we might go about engaging with such discussions in our discipline. She
suggests we consider how we might ‘critically challenge, rather than unknowingly
reiterate, normative assumptions that negate or ignore different embodied practices
of living and thinking?’ (p. 248). She argues, within the context of the U.K, that one
of our research challenges in sport, health and physical culture, is avoiding
reiterating those dominant discourses that simplify the ‘complex experiences and
profound inequities inscribed through social order’ (p. 248). In this way, she
encourages us to:
Avoid the trap of (un)knowingly reiterating redemptive narratives through
qualitative research by asking the kinds of onto-ethico-epistemological
questions that reveal how normative truths about bodies, subjectivities and
privilege are constituted and contested. (p. 248)
Fullagar (2017) provides the examples of redemptive narratives within sport as
being: sport is good for your physical and mental health (exercise is the new
medicine); and sport creates social cohesion and reduces crime. This line of thinking
and questioning posed by the author, helps me to consider how we might move
beyond those similar redemptive narratives associated with environmental health –
the ones that draw solely on neoliberal and risk notions of crisis, healthism and
responsible citizenship - to consider those different embodied practices of living and
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thinking that might more accurately reflect the complex environmental and health
experiences of individuals, groups, and the more-than human world.
What are the conditions of possibility for ‘environmental health’ as an area of
knowledge and practice within Health and Physical Education?
As indicated in my responses to the three sub questions above, my final argument is
that conditions of possibility for environmental health knowledge and practice can be
found not only in discourse, but also in the materially constituted experiences of the
embodied, feeling ‘self’.
Drawing on the post-structural theoretical work of Foucault (1979), all knowledge
can be understood as socially constructed. Institutions such as education systems are
then implicated in developing practices that reproduce dominant knowledge, or
discourses, of environmental health. This creates powerful, and relational conditions
for disciplinary networks that normalise what is possible to ‘know’, ‘think’ and ‘do’
within such educational sites. In this sense, environmental health ‘truths’ can be
viewed as a ‘regime of power and knowledge that develops within institutions’ and
their associated practices (McWhorter, 2004, p. 40). Essentially Foucault’s work
guides us as educators and researchers in HPE, to consider what knowledge is
necessary or true (or not), and what effects might occur if we continue to normalise
(or disqualify) such knowledge through our exercises of power. Identifying the
dominant discourses shaping scientific and popular understandings of environmental
health in this thesis, I demonstrated how they are constructed, and how they produce
particular ways of knowing and engaging with the environment and health that also
silence non-dominant ideas (Foucault, 1989).
In addition, new-materialist work by Barad (2007) was particularly useful in this
thesis to extend Foucault’s theorising and include an understanding of knowledge as
not only discursively constituted, but also materially implicated and embodied. This
required a theorizing of social relations that not only takes into account relations
between human actors, such as the social theorising initiated by thinking with
Foucault, but also relations between humans as social actors and matter, or elements
of non-human nature (Williams, 2006, p. 17). Drawing on this concept, I was able to
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recognise the actions of a body within its material surroundings as being acted upon
by those surroundings as much as acting on them (Hultman & Lenz Taguchi, 2010).
This

understanding

is

emphasised

in

Barad’s

notion

of

‘posthumanist

performativity’(Barad, 2007), which enabled me to explore beyond dominant
humanistic perspectives, to consider how more-than-human relationships, or
encounters, also have the potential to shape environmental health knowledge.
Finally, moving beyond theorizing the discursive also points to how lived bodily
experiences, including those with the material and more-than-human, can be
implicated in the construction of environmental health knowledge. In other words,
our bodies have the potential to shape our sense of self and identity (Connell, 2005),
and the body is a living, physical matter phenomenon, that is sensual and affectively
responsive (lisahunter & emerald, 2016).
Theorising the intersection of the ‘social’, the ‘material’ and the ‘self’ in the above
manner, enabled me to theorise and identify what might be ‘knowable’ and ‘doable’
with environmental health in the HPE field. In this way, the conditions of possibility
were broadly considered in a theoretical sense, and further explored through the
empirical data analysis of ‘texts’ collected from cultural and institutional
documentation, and the constructed meanings of environmental health held by
teachers of HPE.
7.4

Constraints to the conditions of possibility

While the sections above have discussed the possibilities for teaching environmental
health in HPE, it is also clear from this discussion, and from the analysis of the
teachers’ responses, that there were considerable barriers or concerns to ‘thinking’
and ‘doing’ environmental health in HPE. For the most part the teachers struggled
with terms associated with concept. For example, they spoke about the ambiguity of
terms such as ‘the environment’, ‘nature’, ‘sustainability’ and even ‘health’,
suggesting that they were not easy to ‘pin down’ and were a bit ‘vague’. This seems
to be a common response to such concepts. For example, the human geographers,
Farbotko, Gill, Head & Waitt (2013) argue that the ambiguity of such terminology
can mean that individuals are left confused and overwhelmed as to what it all
‘means’ and that concepts such as ‘living sustainably’ are rife with contradiction and
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uncertainty. This has implications for teachers of HPE, who, without the explicit
training in navigating, recognising and making sense of terminology surrounding
environmental health, are unlikely to explore the issue in any critical capacity.
Perhaps not surprising, the second major barrier that many teachers identified to
addressing environmental health in HPE was linked to dominant educative discourse
(Gruenewald, 2004). Teachers spoke of the increased pressure and demands to meet
requirements of academic priorities such as literacy and numeracy, which they
strongly felt limited the time and space for other less valued knowledge spaces such
as environmental health. This is not a new phenomenon; environmental researchers
such as Gruenewald (2004) and HPE researchers such as Petrie and lisahunter
(2011), point to the increased pressure and accountability teachers are facing in their
work spaces. These researchers also indicate that the consequences of valuing an
academic hierarchy is that ‘fringe’ subjects, in other words, subjugated knowledges
and spaces, are just not able to be prioritised (Gruenewald, 2004). Many of the
primary teachers in this study described feeling far more accountable for subjects
that were considered as ‘higher value’, such as literacy and numeracy; the secondary
teachers felt more time pressure due to what they suggested was ‘an overcrowded
curriculum’ of health knowledges. Both groups of teachers commented that there
was no time or space for environmental health in their teaching, despite most
asserting that they felt it was a highly valuable and relevant space for young people
to know about.
This is a significant issue, as it indicates that environmental health is likely to remain
in the margins of educational priorities as a subjugated knowledge space, unless
drastic changes occur in the ways we think about education more broadly.
Addressing this concern was beyond the parameters of the research described in this
thesis, however, applying a ‘critical’ health lens, may hold the key to troubling the
norms and taken for granted assumptions about what knowledge ‘counts’ within
academic spaces, therefore opening up new possibilities for thinking and learning.
Moving forward, future research could continue to work toward challenging those
dominant assumptions about what spaces count in education broadly, but also in
HPE. Even within the HPE field where important critical health work is being done,
perhaps we could be encouraging future researchers to explore what counts beyond
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dominant ‘healthism’ discourses which privilege physical activity, fitness, food and
nutrition (Welch & Wright, 2011). In this thesis I offer the beginnings of such work,
by exploring how we might think about environmental health within health education
in Australia.
Another issue limiting the conditions of possibility for environmental health in HPE
is the marginalisation of environmental knowledge within both dominant educative
discourse, but also more broadly in social structures. In this study, many teachers of
HPE expressed their understanding of (potential) environmental learning spaces,
such as school gardens, as non-academic spaces, in comparison to other ‘subjects’. In
particular, gardens were spoken of as a tool that could be drawn on to help address
students with ‘challenging’ behaviours. As Gruenewald (2004) argues, when we
promote outdoor and environmental learning spaces as a tool to cope with behaviour
management ‘problems’, or to increase student academic performance in other
academic key learning areas, we are reinforcing the idea that spaces such as gardens,
which fall ‘outside’ the classroom walls, are for certain ‘types’ of students only. By
doing so we are sustaining a hierarchy of academic subjects in schooling, and further
marginalising ‘the environment’ as a powerful health education space in its own
right.
Finally, the results also suggest that there is currently a barrier preventing teachers of
HPE from transferring complex environmental health understandings from embodied
personal experiences to their professional contexts. Teachers in this study did not
immediately recognise their own embodied knowledge as a resource they could draw
on to make sense of environmental health. This hints at the types of knowledge that
are privileged and most highly regarded within professional spaces such as Western
education systems, with embodied knowing being an unrecognised and silenced
option. When encouraged to think more broadly than the professional space, most of
the teachers were able to draw on their own embodied histories as a source of
valuable knowledge that could potentially make a rich contribution to their teaching
of environmental health education in HPE. However, the answer to the question of
why and how this occurs is complex, and again, falls beyond the purpose of this
thesis. It is an area that I suggest needs further research and understanding, as it holds
implications for considering how teachers deliver environmental health education in
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schools. It is also an area in which I suggest there may be a need for professional
learning experiences as the Australian National Curriculum is implemented
nationwide. I would like to think that it is possible to move beyond dominant
narratives of the environment and health that may limit teacher, and subsequently
student, understandings of environmental health as a valuable space for exploration
in HPE. And the source for some of these understandings lies with personal,
embodied histories and intra-actions with the materiality of the more-than-human
world.
Despite the obvious struggle to initially define and identify environmental health in
their professional application, the teachers in this study were overwhelmingly
confident to teach about it to their students claiming they ‘knew lots about it’ and
‘knew how to teach about it’. While a positive indication of teacher receptiveness to
new concepts and information, this confidence was expressed despite the teachers
having had no official training in environmental health education (other than through
Outdoor Education for some key participants), and with most teachers unable to
identify where they would go to find information on the topic, other than to ‘Google
it’. This further points to the reality that the teachers were unlikely to recognise their
own embodied histories and experiences as a valuable resource for conceptualising
environmental health education. Embodied knowledge wasn’t recognised as
significant in the educational / professional space. Looking to ‘Google’ as a resource
(as is the case for any internet resources) might become problematic. As one
participant stated, ‘googling it’ would most likely lead her to resources such as the
Greenpeace Australia website, which could contribute significantly to understanding
environmental health concepts. This source, however, as indicated in Chapter 4,
would provide one point of view, and a set of discursive resources pointing to
narratives of crisis, doom and gloom. While environmental crisis is an important
standpoint, and one that shouldn’t be discounted, as has been argued throughout this
thesis it is a limited discursive resource with related consequences, available for
teachers to imagine the environmental health space.
Looking forward, the section that follows is designed to move the conversation
beyond both the answers to the research questions posed in this thesis, and also the
subsequent constraints to the conditions of possibility for environmental health in
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HPE. Turning to critical approaches to health education, and drawing inspiration
from cross disciplinary work, points to generative and productive alternatives for
thinking about how we might extend our conversations of environmental health, as
an important knowledge area.
7.5
7.5.1

Looking forward: Extending the conversation
Critical environmental health education in HPE

Critical health scholars such as Leahy (2012), Welch (2013), Fitzpatrick (2014),
Gard and Wright (2014), have for some time now pointed to the need for critical
‘work’ to be more prominent within health education. A critical approach to health
education ‘requires moving beyond a passive approach to knowledge and refusing to
accept, without question, the assumptions upon which practices are built (Fitzpatrick,
2014, p. 173). According to Gard and Wright (2014), this requires ‘a more critical
and intellectually curious approach to school health which treats health more as site
for investigation, debate and reflection’ (p. 113). This means that the potential exists
for environmental health, not just as an important content knowledge area, but one
which could adopt a critical approach. Critically questioning the dominant spaces for
thinking about health, particularly of what knowledge ‘counts’ in health education,
can help us move beyond the often reductionist, risk based and prescriptive
narratives that are often played out in Australian schooling contexts (Fitzpatrick,
2014). More specifically, some health education scholars in Australia take up a
‘socio-critical’ position that ‘is concerned with challenging conventional truths in
relation to health imperatives, calling for educational engagement with alternative
health knowledge’ (Welch, 2013, p. 285). This line of thinking is also supported by
the new AC-HPE curriculum, which requires the application of a critical enquiry
approach as a foundational proposition of what makes HPE content educational
(Wright, 2014).
However, scholars such as Welch (2013), Leahy (2012) and Fullagar (2017), also
point to the fact that we might need to move beyond even what our critical work
does, to consider how we can be creative and productive in performing
(environmental) health work. In her research, while largely adopting a critical lens
herself, Welch (2013) speculates on how helpful these critical approaches have been
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in health education, and questions how such positions have ‘produced meaningful
shifts in thinking for how individuals experience themselves’ as healthy or unhealthy
(p. 286). Although admitting that critical approaches to health education are
important - particularly to health education researchers - she is sceptical of how
successful the adoption of critical approaches has been in shifting teachers’ thinking
and practice. She argues that these critical approaches require the additional
application of ‘practical examples, and yet unrealised strategies in order to work
towards building connections with teachers lived experiences, values, and beliefs;
that is, the biographies they bring to their teach[ing]’ (p. 286). As part of engaging
‘differently’ with health knowledge in this thesis, what I have attempted to highlight
is the potential of embodied, material, affective and sensory knowledges, as an
addition to those dominant discursive ways of thinking about (environmental) health
in HPE.
Welch (2013) further argues, ‘[a]s a field we need to consider, but more importantly
create, pedagogical resources beyond those that re-inscribe health imperatives... there
is a critical demand for a set of tangible alternatives, beyond ones that simply critique
what is’ (p. 283). Three of the things she suggests, which are all helpful to the
purpose of this thesis, are: differentiating between the work that health promotion
and health education is expected to do; taking up a critical enquiry lens that includes
‘engaging social, cultural, and political factors that influence health and well-being’;
and applying an educative approach to health, that ‘addresses questions of why and
how health happens, rather than relying on a default position of naming or moralising
‘un/healthy’ practices’ (p. 284). This points to areas of future research and practice,
that extend beyond the work described in this thesis. While this thesis makes a
theoretical and empirical contribution to the space of environmental health
knowledge in HPE, future work should also consider how we can move to be more
productive and generative even beyond what a critical exploration offers. In a similar
fashion, Leahy (2012) argues in her work, that in HPE it is imperative that we
‘continue to trouble Health Education and re-imagine what it might look like’ (p.
205). She surmises that in HPE we don’t necessarily need more research covering the
saturation of ‘healthism’ discourses in related policies and practices, stating ‘we
know this, we have mapped it, and it is without question that it is a force to be
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reckoned with, both theoretically and practically’ (p. 205). Rather, she urges us as
HPE scholars to become critical researchers, who are ‘entangled with practice’,
whereby:
[T]houghts for further research become necessarily entangled in with...
thoughts for future practice. And just as we need a more complex theoretical
repertoire from which to draw in order to understand this field, we more than
ever need a more complex repertoire for practice. (Leahy, 2012, p. 206)
In other words, there is an identifiable need to move beyond critical work that
focuses narrowly on discourses of ‘healthism’, to also consider how we can be
creative and generative of new pedagogies for thinking about health education, that
draw on new and emerging theoretical and practical resources. Leahy (2012) also
suggests that, when discourses of health (and arguably, in the context of this
research, the environment) ‘collide in policy and curriculum and classroom
moments’ (p. 207), that fissures appear, where counter discourses, or alternatives to
those dominant, taken for granted ways of thinking, have the opportunity to appear.
She argues that these counter discourses, or what she terms ‘fissures’ and ruptures in
dominant knowledge, should be exploited, in order for health education to consider
other possibilities for thinking that ‘transform knowledge, self experience,
awareness, understanding, appreciation, memory social relations and the future’
(Ellsworth, 2005, cited in Leahy, 2012, p. 207).
I think in some ways this is what my research is working towards - exploring the
conditions of possibility for thinking about environmental health - which on many
levels what can be considered a silenced and subjugated space in health education. It
raises questions of what health spaces ‘count’ as alternatives to those dominant, and
heavily favoured, in modern, Western countries such as Australia. The physical
aspects of heath, as measured by science and medicine only present one way of
thinking; there are other ‘fissures’ to be explored.
I also contribute to what Leahy (2012) refers to above as new theoretical repertoires
for health education, by bringing the new materialist, post-humanist lens to the
forefront. This is emerging work in health education, and a space that needs further
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exploring. For example, while I used these theoretical resources to complete my
research, they might also be useful for ways of constructing curriculum and
recognising learning experiences in HPE. They could be used to help redefine what
we mean in HPE when referring to the health education content strand, personal,
social and community health (ACARA, 2016d). The ‘personal health’ aspect could
encompass understandings that include the place of embodied personal encounters as
significant spaces for learning. ‘Social health’ could be a space where students are
able to consider how their environmental health related knowledge is socially
constructed. And ‘community health’ understandings could be broadened to include
meanings that move beyond human centred approaches, to also include the morethan-human, as part of the wider, collective social-scape that is all connected. In this
way, the material, biological, more-than-human aspects of the ‘community’ are able
to be considered for the effects they have on constructions of health (and
environmental health) knowledge and practice.
Considering how teachers initially struggled to speak about environmental health,
and were generally at a loss with where to find resources to support their
understanding, I come back to Welch (2013), who argues that in HPE we need to
‘generate more resources, thoughtful pedagogical intentions and most of all
encourage students to have experiences of and experimentation with theory’ (p. 294).
While this research has been designed as an initial point of critical discussion about
the conditions of possibility for environmental health in HPE, I would like to suggest
that anyone taking up this conversation further, consider how we might now be more
generative, productive and creative in realising pedagogical intentions to support
teachers thinking and practice of environmental health in HPE.
7.5.2

Seeking inspiration

There is already a wealth of established literature to turn to for inspiration, to think
about how we might engage differently with knowledge in health education, and
begin to trouble what spaces ‘count’ for thinking about health. Taking a cross
disciplinary approach, as I have done in this research and thesis, highlights the
potential that fields like human geography (and subsets of cultural geography, social
geography, health geography), environmental education, education for sustainable
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development (EfSD) and outdoor education have to assist in thinking about
environmental health differently. The possibilities abound. However, this would
require recognition of this potential, and support in the form of HPE curriculum
documents and the amount of pre-service, or in-service training teachers receive
about the possibilities for a concept such as environmental health. It seems that the
chances of teachers recognising and taking these possibilities up are hugely limited.
I am aware that it is easy to look further afield – to disciplines that appear (at least on
the surface) as being less tightly controlled by strict accreditation processes,
curriculum objectives, and social investments (perhaps the grass is always greener).
However, these disciplines do offer ways of thinking about the intra-active nature of
the environment and health that open up conditions of possibility for environmental
health. At some level, it makes me wonder what health education might look like, if
we more often started with the broader possibilities for knowledge and practice in the
field, rather than limiting our thinking by beginning with those restrictions and
constraints on potential.
I started with an absence, an uncertain term that didn’t feature in newly established
national curriculum, and one that certainly wasn’t easily talked about in
conversations with teachers. But through this research, I found inspiration that could
be productive for HPE. Fullagar (2017), drawing on the work of Lather (2015),
argues that possibilities arise from our ‘not knowing’ or uncertainty of answers in
personally, politically, professionally challenging and complex times, such as these.
She argues that our research practices should embrace these uncertainties in
knowledge and that we should remain ‘critical and hopeful’ in this space, such that:
An orientation towards ‘not knowing’ can inform a methodological
orientation of ‘undoing’ normative assumptions in order to open up ways of
thinking otherwise. Living with the ambiguity, uncertainty and the partiality
of knowledge can be incredibly productive for thinking beyond the
conventional approaches that have defined individual and social problems in
often one-dimensional ways. (p. 248)
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Fullagar’s quote provides inspiration for considering not only the methodological
decisions we make in HPE research, but also for embracing some of the uncertainly
of knowledge that presents in environmental and health contexts, where we are likely
to find overly simplistic ‘solutions’ to complex environmental and health ‘problems’
as the main approach to teaching and learning in HPE.
Fullagar (2017) also suggests that feminist and post-humanist theories can offer a
way for moving forward, and thinking differently even about the ‘critical’ work we
might do in the name of health education. For example, drawing on the work of
philosophers such as Rosi Braidotti (2013), Fullagar identifies key aspects of
feminist post-humanism as providing, not only a critique of the taken for granted
knowledges we hold tight to in a discipline (such as HPE), but how such theories can
have a generative capacity ‘to create other ways of knowing and being’ – what she
refers to as ‘the politics of possibility’ (Fullagar, 2017, p. 250). This is a possibility
that:
[V]alues social transformation in diverse forms via individuals and
collectives performing, producing and negotiating the micropolitics of
everyday practices and institutions. Such an approach moves beyond
practices of critique that endlessly reassert over generalised explanations for
social problems reify processes through the use of explanatory concepts such
as neoliberalism or patriarchy. (Fullagar, 2017, p. 250)
This quote encourages me to think even beyond the critical work we might do with
environmental health in HPE, to consider what generative possibilities might exist
that extend our thinking. Moving beyond the critique of neoliberal and risk
discourses of the environment and health within this thesis, this approach highlights
how turning back to theory - for example, to the post-structural, feminist, posthumanist, new materialist - is in itself a performative act, and one that has the
capacity to productively generate new knowledge and practices in HPE, and
therefore environmental health research and practice. As Fullagar (2017) points out,
theorising ‘is itself a knowledge or writing practice; it is generative of different ways
of thinking through embodiment as material-discursive phenomena’ (p. 250).
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Fullagar (2017) also argues that Barad’s theorising of post-humanist performativity
and intra-activity highlights how bodies are permeable, and non-human matter is
agentic, in that it acts on and through our bodies to disturb ‘the normative
assumptions of boundedness’ (p. 253). Providing an example that is particularly
useful in the context of this thesis, Fullagar uses this theorising to think through how
the environment and health might connect, through the ‘less well-recognised threat to
our health that is co-implicated with our movement through places for physical
activity (e.g., parks, cycle paths, streets, playgrounds)’ (p. 253). She highlights how
one of the most serious public health risks in the UK is related to long term exposure
to environmental pollution and poor air quality (both outside and indoors with the
use of chemicals and heating), which results in over three times the number of
premature deaths each year than other health priorities such as obesity. And yet,
despite being an issue that requires complex thinking about the intra-actions of
permeable bodies, spaces, matter and discursive structures, current health promotion
and sporting policies promoting physical activity (often in polluted places with poor
air quality), as an unquestionable ‘solution’ to the ‘problem’ of obesity, potentially
have negative, and as yet unknown, consequences. She argues that:
New-materialist thinkers offer an understanding of the assemblages of
dynamic intra-actions made up by bodies-environments, biochemical flows,
affective states and relational power. This way of thinking resists normative
assumptions about place as a spatial container, bodies as receptors, or bodies
as mutable only via intentional human action. (p. 254)
This line of thinking forces us to reconceptualise contemporary and taken for granted
knowledge in HPE, by considering how bodies are positioned and subjectivities are
formed in relation to ‘the environment’ and ‘health’. This is particularly pertinent
given both the opportunities identified within this thesis for teaching and learning
about environmental health as a knowledge space in HPE, but also in light of those
Australian National Curriculum changes that have introduced environmental
priorities such as ‘sustainability’ as cross curricular content into the HPE discipline.
Currently there is only limited literature exploring what this might actually look like
in the Australian context of HPE. However, one such example is the recent work by
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Truong (2017), which explores the pathways and possibilities for integrating
‘sustainability’ as a contemporary health issue within Australian HPE curriculum. In
his work, Truong draws on examples of school gardens within primary school
settings, to argue that:
[W]hile there is scope in the HPE Curriculum to address the cross-curricular
priority area of Sustainability, addressing this aim necessitates a renewed
focus on alternative approaches and discourses that may not be explicitly
associated with HPE in its current conceptions. Building the parallels
between wellbeing and sustainability frameworks may lead to creative
pathways between education for sustainability (EfS) and the HPE curriculum
in a way that fosters embodied learning experiences for students, which may
be catalysts towards deeper connections with self and others. (p. 239)
Through his research, Truong (2017) identifies gardens as places where young
people feel a sense of ‘connection’, ‘relatedness’, and even ‘enchantment’,
recognising the significant interplay between the human and more-than-human world
in these encounters. These results, he argues, point to a need within the HPE
discipline to examine dominant health knowledges, considering ‘the possibilities for
alternative understandings of health and wellbeing in relation to interconnectedness
with the human and more-than-human world’ (p. 239). Here, I argue, the research
described in this thesis goes some way toward contributing towards achieving, or at
least initiating, this goal.
7.5.3

A Point of departure

Ultimately, while this brings me to the end of the ‘conclusion’ for this thesis, I hope
that it is but the beginning of the conversation for environmental health research and
practice in HPE. In this thesis I have argued for the importance of environmental
health as a learning area in schooling, as it provides opportunities to engage with the
inter-connected environmental and health concepts relevant to young people, both
now and into the future. It also presents educational possibilities to support and
inform critical engagement with complex environmental health relationships,
demanding new ways of thinking about ongoing and emerging environmental and
health contexts in Australia’s diverse society.
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After answering the research questions and reflecting on the conditions of possibility
for environmental health in HPE, perhaps it is helpful for the reader of this thesis to
consider a definition of environmental health education provided by Sauvé and
Godmaire (2004). The researchers call for an integrated definition that crosses
disciplinary fields, which combines multiple knowledges for a more holistic
approach:
Environmental health education, as we conceive it, is a process aimed at
optimizing how individuals and social groups relate to realities located at the
interface between the environment and health. This conception is not
concerned merely with managing public health by preventing harm (disease,
damage) from environmental stressors. It involves a more ecosystemic and
responsible vision... Environmental health education should deal with the
following realities: the links between human health and the quality of life
systems (ecosystem integrity); the quality of life of humans and other living
beings in relation to environmental conditions (biophysical conditions, which
are closely related to sociocultural conditions); the effects and impacts of
human activities on components of the environment and its dynamics, which
may in turn affect human health; evaluating the health risks associated with
environmental factors and life styles; individual and collective solutions to
problems that may arise ‘‘upstream’’ (in components of the environment) and
‘‘downstream’’ (in human health); and conditions for well-being in relation
to the environment, that is, the conservation or creation of environments that
foster health and the adoption of ways of relating to the environment that
promote both human and ecosystem health. (Sauvé & Godmaire, 2004, p. 41)
In line with these researchers, I argue for a wider view of the environmental health
relationship that includes not only the risk based, negative, one way flow of impact
that environments can have on human health and wellbeing, but also investigates
how natural environments can foster health and wellbeing. Further, this definition
speaks to post-humanist thought by regarding the health and wellbeing of natural
environments an equal priority to human health. It considers subjugated
environmental health knowledge to be a two-way, interconnected and symbiotic
relationship between the health of environments (and non-human phenomenon) and
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the health and wellbeing of humans (Sauvé & Godmaire, 2004). The results in this
thesis suggest that if we can be encouraged to move beyond the reproduction of
dominant environmental and health discourses, then corporeal knowledge developed
through personal embodied histories also holds value for the contribution it brings to
complex environmental health understandings. Embodied, affective histories and
social interactions, including those with the material and non-human phenomenon,
highlight the potential for environmental health negotiations. And I suggest that this
points to the need to value multiple ways of knowing the environmental health space.
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Semi Structured Interview Questions

1) What is your name?
2) Please can you record the day, date and time that you are completing these
questions?
3) So, just to start us off, how old are you?
4) How long have you been in the teaching profession?
5) Can you elaborate on what roles have you mostly held in your career?
6) Do you have your own children?
7) What is your own personal definition of health?
8) Would you say you’re a healthy person? Why / Why not?
9) What is your definition of environmental health?
10) What role do you think the environment plays in health? For yourself and / or
others?
11) As a teacher, what purpose do you think environmental health education plays in
your current teaching? Is it a priority or not? Why do you think this the case?
12) Sustainability has become a buzz word in society. In the new National Curriculum it
is also now a cross curricular priority area. What does sustainability mean to you?
How do you see sustainability fitting into your current teaching and personal life?
13) And do you see environmental health taking shape in your future teaching?
14) How do you personally engage with natural environments in your life (give specific
examples – how do they perhaps relate to health)? Even as a child, how did you
engage with natural environments then?
15) How do you think your beliefs about nature and environmental health have been
formed? (i.e. What shapes the way you think about and engage with health /
natural environments? Maybe personal experiences, education, media, politics? )
16) If I were to ask you to teach an Environmental Health unit next week, would you
feel comfortable to do so? Why / Why not?
17) Where would you go to find information on Environmental Health to help you
teach this Unit?
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PARTICIPANT INFORMATION SHEET FOR TEACHERS
TITLE: Investigating educational perspectives for the potentiality of environmental health
within Health & Physical Education (HPE).
PURPOSE OF THE RESEARCH
This is an invitation to participate in a study conducted by researchers at the University of
Wollongong. As researchers, we currently know very little about the personal and
professional beliefs, values and attitudes that are held by HPE educators, in relation to
environmental health. The aim of this research project is to investigate how HPE teachers’
personal and professional subjectivities shape their understanding of environmental health
education.
INVESTIGATORS
Nicole Taylor:
Prof Jan Wright:
Dr Gabrielle O’Flynn:

(M) 0402 698 349
(Ph) 02 4267 3224
(Ph) 02 4221 3890

(E): nst25@uowmail.edu.au
(E) jwright@uow.edu.au
(E) gabriell@uow.edu.au

This study is being conducted by Nicole Taylor as part of the requirements for a PhD
degree. The PhD is supervised by Prof Jan Wright and Dr Gabrielle O’Flynn from the Faculty
of Education at the University of Wollongong.
METHOD AND DEMANDS ON PARTICIPANTS
If you choose to be included, you will be asked to participate in a semi structured interview
at the University of Wollongong by a member of the research team. During this time the
researcher will conduct a 30 minute interview that will be audio taped to ascertain your
perceptions of Environmental Health Education and what may have shaped such
understandings. Typical questions in the interview will include: What is your definition of
Health? What role do you think the environment plays in human health? What’s your
understanding of environmental health education in the curriculum? What are your
personal beliefs about the environment, health and wellbeing? We may also contact you
for a follow up interview in the future particularly to clarify answers.
POSSIBLE RISKS, INCONVENIENCES AND DISCOMFORTS
Apart from the 30 minutes of your time for the individual interview, we can foresee no risks
for you. Your involvement in the study is voluntary and you may withdraw your
participation from the study at any time and withdraw any data that you have provided to
that point. Refusal to participate in the study will not affect your relationship with the
University of Wollongong or the researchers.
FUNDING AND BENEFITS OF THE RESEARCH
This study is funded by an Australian Postgraduate Award (APA) Scholarship. This research
will provide an argument for future curriculum development, training of pre-service
teachers and professional development of HPE staff. Findings from the study will be
published in a thesis submitted for the requirements of a PhD by publication at the
University of Wollongong, and will be possibly published in educational journals.
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Confidentiality is assured, and you will not be identified in any part of the research or
subsequent publications.
ETHICS REVIEW AND COMPLAINTS
This study has been reviewed by the Human Research Ethics Committee (Social Science,
Humanities and Behavioural Science) of the University of Wollongong. If you have any
concerns or complaints regarding the way this research has been conducted, you can
contact the UOW Ethics Officer on (02) 4221 3386 or email rso-ethics@uow.edu.au
Thank you for your interest in this study. Please contact the research team via email if you
would like to participate or if you have any questions.
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Consent Form
Investigating educational perspectives for the potentiality of environmental
health within Health & Physical Education (HPE).
Researcher: Nicole Taylor
Supervisors: Professor Jan Wright & Dr Gabrielle O’Flynn
I have been given information about “Investigating educational perspectives for the
potentiality of environmental health within Health & Physical Education (HPE).” I have
discussed this research project with Nicole Taylor from Wollongong University. This is
part of the requirements for a PhD degree supervised by Prof Jan Wright and Dr
Gabrielle O’Flynn from the Faculty of Education at the University of Wollongong.
I understand that if I consent to participate in this project I will be asked to provide
feedback in an interview by the researcher. I understand that my contribution will be
confidential, and that there will be no personal identification in the data that I agree
to allow to be used in the study. I understand that there are no potential risks or
burdens associated with this study.
I have had an opportunity to ask Nicole Taylor any questions I may have about the
research and my participation. I understand that my participation in this research is
voluntary, that I am free to refuse to participate and I am free to withdraw from the
research at any time. My refusal to participate or withdrawal of consent will not
affect my relationship with the Faculty of Education at the University of Wollongong
or my relationship with the researchers.
If I have any enquires about the research, I can contact Nicole Taylor (0402 698 349),
Gabrielle O’Flynn (02 4221 3890) or Jan Wright (02 4267 3224). If I have any
concerns or complaints regarding the way the research is or has been conducted, I
can contact the Ethics Officer, Human Research Ethics Committee, University of
Wollongong on 42214457.
By ticking and signing below I am indicating my consent to participate in the
research. I understand that the data collected from my participation will be audio
recorded and used for the writing of a PhD Thesis, along with any Journal
Publications or subsequent Conference Proceedings.
I consent to participate in an individual interview
I consent to participate in a follow up interview if needed
Signed

Date

.......................................................................
Name (please print)
.......................................................................

......./....../......
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!UNIVERSITY OF
WOLLONGONG
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RENEWAL & AMENDM ENT APPROVAL
I n reply please quote: HE13/ 287
2 2 Oct o b er 20 14

M s Nicole Taylor
8 Chislehurst Avenue
FIGTREE NSW 2525

Dear M s Taylor
Thank you for submitting the progress report. I am pleased to advise that renewal and amendments
dated 15 October 2014 for t he follow ing Human Research Et hics application h ave been approved .
Et hics Number :

HE13/ 287

Project Title:

An exploratory invest igat ion into th e conten t kno wledge an d person al

beliefs of HPE educato rs, rega rding environment al healt h educat ion
Researche rs:

M s Nicole Taylor, Dr Gabr ielle O'Fiynn

Amen dment/s:

Addit ion of r esearcher: Or Gabrielle O'Fiynn
Revised Participant Information Sheet for Teachers (rec 15/ 10/ 14)
Revised Con sent Fonm (rec 15/ 10/14)

Dat e Approved:
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Re new ed From:
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New Expiry Dat e:

17 July 2015

Please n ote that approvals are granted for a twetve m onth period. Further extension will be
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This certificate relates to the research prot ocol submitted in your original application an d all
approved amendmen ts to dat e. Please remember t hat in addit ion to completing an annual report,
the Human Research Ethics Committee r equires t hat researchers immediately rep ort
•

proposed changes t o the protocol including changes to invest igat ors involved
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•

serious or unexpected adverse effects on participants
unfor eseen events t hat migh t affect cont inued et hical accep tability of t he project.

A condit ion of approval by the HREC is the submission of a progr ess rep ort annually and a fin al
r eport on complet ion of your proj ect. Th e progress rep ort t emplat e is available at
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by t he appropr iat e Head of Sch ool and returned to the Research Services Office prior t o the expiry
date.
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